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Als mensen aan me vragen waarom ik geen gordijnen heb 
zeg ik omdat ik in de ideale wereld geen geheimen heb 
en als ze dan zeggen maar het is de ideale wereld niet 
zeg ik dat één sukkel toch het goede voorbeeld moet geven 
 
en als ze me dan meewarig aankijken en zeggen: súc-cès 
met zo'n fluim op hun huig om me te laten voelen dat van alle naïviteiten 
zelfgekozen naïviteit de grootste zonde is, kutjes, de doodszonde, 
 
en als ze zeggen dat ik dan zeker ook een bord eten klaar heb staan 
voor iedere willekeurige zwerver die bij me aanspoelt 
zeg ik dat ik die zwerver ben of op zijn minst niet uitsluit op zijn minst vrees 
een gerechtvaardigde angst meen te hebben ooit die zwerver te worden 
 
en als ze dan zeggen dan geloof je zeker ook in God 
dan zeg ik dat ik in mijn goddelijke natuur geloof en trouwens ook in die van hen 
 
en als ze dan zeggen dat ik zeker ook blind bevelen opvolg zeg ik ja, ja, JA 
ik volg bevelen op de bevelen van de slaap de bevelen van de honger 
de bevelen van de lust die van de dieren en de planten 
die ook niet hebben gevraagd om een leven met mij als moeder 
 
Die van het koude meer dat eist dat ik er naakt in spring 
 
Maar niet blind, kutjes, nee, met mijn ogen open 



















There are many people I feel obliged to. This page is too short to name all of them. I have learned so 
much in the past four years and feel very lucky that I was given the chance to do so. To all my friends, 
family and colleagues: thank you for being there throughout this process. 
  First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to my supervisors Anne Winter and Thijs 
Lambrecht. Thank you for giving me this opportunity to learn, for introducing me to the archives, for 
being so involved in the project and for leaving me free to follow my personal interests regarding the 
research. I would also like to thank Leo Lucassen, who has followed the process as part of the doctoral 
committee, for his useful comments, his encouragement and his trust, now and in the past. I am also 
very grateful to the other members of the jury: Steven King, Isabelle Devos and Wouter Ryckbosch.
 I would like to thank my colleagues, researchers at the history departments of the Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel and Ghent University; members of N.W. Posthumus Institute, from which I have 
received my doctoral training; and participants of the conference panels in which I presented earlier 
versions of these chapters, inter alia ESSHC 2016, KNHG 2017, Rural History 2017, ESSHC 2018 and 
Urban History 2018. I specifically want to thank Marlou Schrover, Irial Glynn, Jan Lucassen, Marion 
Pluskota, Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk, Idesbald Goddeeris, Albert Martens, Hilde Greefs, Bruno 
Blondé and the ‘Societal Turn’ group, for their feedback, suggestions and comments.  
  To my colleagues at the Centre for Urban History at the University of Leicester: thank you for 
your interest, enthusiasm and the insightful exchanges during my fellowship in 2018. Special thanks to 
Keith Snell for taking me to the archives and for his elaborate comments and suggestions on earlier 
versions of chapter one and five; to Steven King for providing me with useful feedback; to Roey Sweet 
for mentoring me during my stay; and to Richard Ansell, Sarah Goldsmith and Richard Butler for 
including me in their teaching; and to my fellow visitors Mikkel Hoeghoej and Gerrit Verhoeven. 
  Last but not least, I would like to thank my friends and family for welcoming me, accomodating 
me, supporting me and distracting me in Brussels, Leicester, back home in Rotterdam and elsewhere in 
the world. Thank you to the members of Level Five vzw and of Belgian independent thinktank Minerva 
for providing new inspiration and motivation towards the end of this project. Special thanks to Fatima 
Agherbi, Naz Cetin Tugtekin, Nebi Cetin, Anne Schepers, Jeroen Slot, Dirk Schepers, Laura Wepner, 
Ngan Nguyen Bich, Xavier Bergeron, Sara Amari, Nelleke Teughels, Viviana Voulgari, Melissa 
Destino, Elly Schepers, Rob Wolst, Rik Vercammen, Emine Yalçinkaya, Sarah Erman, Atika El 
Bouzidi, Fatima Boustani, Biba Laliç, Roeland Termote, Ezgi Memis, Alexey Narykov, Joris Vergeyle, 
Fulya Toper, Jan Nachtergaele, Veronica Olivotto, Kyveli Mavrokordopoulou, Jesse van Winden, 
Tonina Alomar, Laurens Otto, Alice Haddad, Caszimir Cleutjens, Pelin Asfuroglu, Aymeric de Tapol, 
Pauline Piris-Nury, David Stampfli, Roy Scheffer, Layla Scheffer-Kasmi, Sander Schepers, Dennis 
Schepers, Ruben Wolst, Lucie Burton, Wilma Schepers, Anja Marsé, Karen Hsin Yu Huang, Fran 
Verwimp, Eva van Rooden, Nico Cardone, Bram Boriau, Victor Coupaud, Morgane El Ferec, Monique 
Rijnvos, Willem Damen, Ida Damen, Ronny Schepers-Sweep, Henk Schepers, Doruntina Islamaj and 
Arthur van der Ham for their support. In the final weeks of writing this thesis, the comments and 
suggestions of Margot Zweers (who designed the cover), Brecht Deseure, Marleen Brock and Aniek 
Smit have helped to make me feel like eventual submission of this thesis was feasible.  
I did it, thank you. 
 
You never walk alone.   
I want to thank my family, and especially my parents, for their unconditional love. 
And most of all, I want to thank Wessel Damen, ever cheerful, ever supportive – I am so happy to have 







List of Figures 
 
Figure 1.  Map of member districts of the Concordat of Ypres in the Southern Low  
Countries and in France, 1750-1796.      19 
Figure 2.  Map of districts and major cities in the Concordat region.   52 
Figure 3.  Map of soil types in West-Flemish parishes in the Concordat region.   55 
Figure 4.  Map of native population as percentage of total population per municipality  
in Flanders and Brabant, 1796.       58 
Figure 5.  Map of native population per municipality in the Concordat linked with  
soil types, 1796.        59 
Figure 6.  Map of chronology of the creation and adoption of the Concordat of Ypres,  
1750-1766.         82 
Figure 7.  Map of out-resident paupers of Bruges residing in the Liberty of Bruges and  
out-resident paupers of the Liberty of Bruges residing in Bruges, 1776.  111 
Figure 8.  Map of out-parish paupers of the castellany of Furnes residing in the Liberty  
of Bruges and vice versa, 1776.       113 
Figure 9. Map of percentages of immigrant day labourers among total  
population in the district of Furnes, 1759.     144 
Figure 10. Map of percentages of ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, i.e. landless  
immigrants, among the total population in the district of Furnes, 1771.  145 
Figure 11. Map of out-parish paupers of the Liberty of Bruges residing in the  
castellany of Furnes and vice versa, 1776 (idem as figure 8).   147 
Figure 12. Map of out-parish paupers of the Bruges residing in the Liberty of  
   Bruges and vice versa, 1776 (idem as figure 7).     148 
Figure 13.  Map of native population as percentage of total population linked  
with soil types, 1796 (idem as figure 5).      150 
Figure 14. Seasonal labour migration receiving areas in the 1811 enquiries.  153 
Figure 15.  Seasonal labour sending areas in the 1811 enquiries.    154 
Figure 16. English settlement certificate, 1715.      163 
Figure 17.  Warranty letter from Leiden, 1768.      164 
Figure 18. Copy of a warranty letter from Nieuwpoort     168 
Figure 19. Moral certificate from Izenberge in Furnes, 1769.    170 
Figure 20. Baptismal extract from St Denys in Furnes, 1753.    172 
Figure 21.  Map of the parish of Bulskamp in the region of the Concordat  
of Ypres.         183 
Figure 22.  Balances of in-parish and out-parish households of Bulskamp,    
  1768-1796.         185 
Figure 23. Percentage of ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, i.e. landless  
immigrants, among the total population in the district of  
Furnes, 1771 (idem as figure 10).      186 
Figure 24. Map of geographical spread of Bulskamp out-parish poor, 1768-1796.  187 
Figure 25. Map of mobility of Bulskamp out-parish pauper households between 
  place of settlement and place of residence, 1768-1796.    189 
Figure 26. Expenses per in-parish and out-parish household of Bulskamp,  




List of Tables 
 
Table 1. Interdistrict out-parish relief expenses per household, 1776.   115 
Table 2. In-parish and out-parish relief expenses to Lucia Minne 
   of Bulskamp, 1776-1796.       192 
11 
 
List of Contents 
 
 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................. 7 
List of Figures ..................................................................................................................................... 9 
List of Tables ..................................................................................................................................... 10 
 
Introduction .......................................................................................................... 15 
Research Questions and Scope ...................................................................................................... 18 
Concepts and Definitions .............................................................................................................. 22 
I.1 Historiography ............................................................................................................................. 27 
Poor Laws ...................................................................................................................................... 27 
Migration History .......................................................................................................................... 36 
Discussions on Migration and Welfare in Present-Day Society .................................................... 40 
I.2 Methodology ................................................................................................................................ 43 
Sources .......................................................................................................................................... 43 
Approach and Methods ................................................................................................................. 46 
Outline of the Thesis ..................................................................................................................... 48 
I.3 Geography and Society in the Concordat Area ............................................................................ 51 
Political outset ............................................................................................................................... 51 
Religion ......................................................................................................................................... 53 
Social Agrosystems: Ecology, Economy and Social Relations ..................................................... 54 
Family and Demography ............................................................................................................... 56 
Migration Streams ......................................................................................................................... 57 
Poor Relief ..................................................................................................................................... 60 
 
PART ONE: INSTITUTIONS ............................................................................. 63 
 
Chapter 1. Creating a Bottom-Up Agreement:  Negotiations on Mobility and 
Settlement, 1745-1766.......................................................................................... 65 
1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 65 
1.2 A New Set of Rules ..................................................................................................................... 68 
Settlement Criteria ......................................................................................................................... 69 
Mobility and Identity Documents .................................................................................................. 71 
Bureaucracy and Governance ........................................................................................................ 73 
1.3 Local Interests in an Age of Centralisation ................................................................................. 76 
12 
 
1.4 Formal Justifications and Informal Motivations ......................................................................... 81 
The First Wave of Adopters, 1750-1751 ....................................................................................... 82 
The Second Generation, 1753-1757 .............................................................................................. 86 
The Later Joining Members, 1760-1766 ....................................................................................... 87 
Refusals ......................................................................................................................................... 88 
1.5 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................... 90 
Chapter 2. From Nativism to the Inclusion of Immigrants: The Exit Campaign  
of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges, 1771-1776 ................................................. 93 
2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 93 
2.2 Changing Bottom-Up Legislation ............................................................................................... 96 
Rising Aversion to the Concordat ................................................................................................. 96 
New Settlement Legislation .......................................................................................................... 99 
2.3 Local and Regional Interdependence ........................................................................................ 101 
2.4 Poverty and Poor Relief ............................................................................................................ 104 
2.5 Social Control ............................................................................................................................ 105 
2.6 Migration Awareness ................................................................................................................ 107 
Patterns of Interdistrict Out-Parish Relief, 1776 ......................................................................... 109 
Cost-Benefit Considerations? ...................................................................................................... 115 
2.7 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................. 117 
Chapter 3. Mixed Emotions: Continuity and Discontinuity at the End of the 
Concordat, 1776-1796 ........................................................................................ 121 
3.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 121 
3.2 Diplomatic Crisis ....................................................................................................................... 122 
3.3 Crumbling at the Edges ............................................................................................................. 125 
3.4 Negotiating a ‘Soft Exit’ ........................................................................................................... 127 
3.5 Mixed Emotions ........................................................................................................................ 129 
3.6 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................. 131 
 
PART TWO: MIGRANTS ................................................................................. 135 
 
Chapter 4. Migrations and Makeshift Economies .............................................. 137 
4.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 137 
4.2 Changing Migration Patterns? ................................................................................................... 140 
The 1759 Enquiry: Temporary Day Labourers and Immigrant Paupers ..................................... 143 
The 1771 Enquiry: Landless Immigrants .................................................................................... 144 
13 
 
The 1776 Enquiries: Out-Parish Relief ....................................................................................... 146 
The 1796 Census: Native and Non-Native Inhabitants ............................................................... 149 
The 1810-1811 Enquiries: Seasonal Labour Mobility ................................................................ 151 
Continuity in Migration Patterns ................................................................................................. 154 
4.3 Migration Regulation in Practice: The Castellany of Furnes .................................................... 156 
4.4 Migration and Makeshift Economies ........................................................................................ 159 
4.4 Settlement Identification Documents in Policy and in Practice ................................................ 161 
The Form of Settlement Identification Documents in Europe..................................................... 162 
The Function of Settlement Identification Documents in Europe ............................................... 165 
Settlement Identification Documents in Eighteenth-Century Flanders ....................................... 167 
4.5 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................. 174 
Chapter 5. A Micro-History of Non-Resident Relief on the Continent: The 
Parish of Bulskamp, 1768-1796 ......................................................................... 177 
5.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 177 
5.2 The Scope of Out-Parish Relief ................................................................................................. 184 
The Share of In-Parish and Out-Parish Poor of Bulskamp .......................................................... 184 
Mapping the Mobility of the Bulskamp Out-Parish Poor ............................................................ 187 
5.3 The Implications of Out-Parish Relief ...................................................................................... 193 
Comparing Expenses to the In-Parish and Out-Parish Poor ........................................................ 193 
The Distribution of Out-Parish Relief in Daily Practice ............................................................. 195 
5.4 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................. 197 
Chapter 6. The Discretionary Character of Removal Negotiations: Belonging, 
Deservingness and Local Interests ..................................................................... 201 
6.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 201 
6.2 The Life Story of Misero Joanni Francisco Josepho Lathem .................................................... 204 
6.3 Street-Level Negotiations and Extra-Legal Arguments ............................................................ 207 
Strategic Use of Discourse?......................................................................................................... 210 
The ‘Unwanted’ ........................................................................................................................... 210 
6.4 Changes in Removal Negotiations ............................................................................................ 212 
6.5 Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................................. 213 
 
Conclusions ........................................................................................................ 217 
A Concise History of the Concordat of Ypres ................................................................................. 217 
Membership Revisited ..................................................................................................................... 220 
Recommendations for Further Research ......................................................................................... 225 
14 
 
Contributions and Implications ....................................................................................................... 225 
 
List of Archival Sources .................................................................................................................. 227 










The Flemish Schapers almanac of 1816 published a sort of human-interest piece on a street artist called 
T’Jaek.1 T’Jaek, an old man, played the accordeon in the streets of Furnes, a fortified cloth trade town 
in Flanders in the Southern Low Countries on the borders of France. Having lost his leg during the 
French-Austrian wars, and having by now reached old age, playing the accordeon was the main source 
of income for T’Jaek. He played nearly every day on the streets. He could not get a job because he was 
considered old and infirm and had no family or social network to rely on. After spending his life as a 
travelling man, living and working abroad – having been held captive by the French enemy, having 
sailed to South-East Asia with the Oostendsche Compagnie and having spent some time in England – 
upon his return in Flanders T’Jaek found he had nothing left. He had become old and poor.2 
  People who were not able to provide for themselves, because of old age, an accident, illness, the 
death of a family member or numerous other reasons, could generally apply for relief, although such 
care was often limited in the early modern period.3 This was a form of welfare, which could be provided 
in the form of money or in kind (for example, bread, or a doctor’s visit).4 No one had a right to relief, 
though – it was something you would have to apply for and negotiate.5 T’Jaek however had no such 
entitlement to relief. His ‘settlement’, the legal status of the parish to which one could apply for poor 
relief, was unknown.6 He, nor urban or rural authorities, knew in which place his rights to apply for 
relief were situated. It was unclear to which community he belonged, and such local belonging was the 
cornerstone of relief in the area.  
  According to a decree dating back to 1617, issued by the Archdukes Isabella and Albert, 
settlement for the County of Flanders was located in someone’s birthplace.7 It could however also be 
obtained by an immigrant who had lived in a parish for at least three years. But T’Jaek’s parish of birth 
was unknown.8 All we know is that T’Jaek was born around 1750, somewhere in Flanders. His mother 
died on the day of his birth, and his father followed her soon after, before he was able to have his son 
registered or baptised at church. According to legislation, then, young T’Jaek should follow the 
condition of his father. As an underaged orphan, he should be relieved at his father’s place of birth or 
                                               
1 “T’Jaek of de gevallen van eenen remplacant uyt veurne-ambacht”, De Dobbele Schapers Almanak voor het Schrikkeljaar 
Ons Heere Jesu Christi 1816 (Ghent, 1816) 97-109. 
2 Ibidem. 
3 Steven King, Poverty and Welfare in England, 1700-1850 (Manchester, 2000); See also: Steve Hindle, On the Parish? The 
Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England, c.1550–1750 (Oxford, 2004); Lorie Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past: 
A Socio-Legal History of the Poor Law (Abingdon, 2010); Larry Patriquin, Agrarian Capitalism and Poor Relief in England 
(New York, 2007); George R. Boyer, An Economic History of the English Poor Law, 1750-1850 (Cambridge, 1990); Lynn 
Hollen Lees, The Solidarities of Strangers: The English Poor Laws and the People, 1700-1948 (Cambridge, 1998). For a recent 
overview of poor relief in rural Flanders, see Thijs Lambrecht and Anne Winter, “De vele gezichten van zorg. Armoede en 
armenzorg op het platteland in het graafschap Vlaanderen tijdens de Achttiende Eeuw”, Tijd-Schrift 7, 1 (2017) 44–57. 
4 Peter M. Solar and Richard M. Smith, “An Old Poor Law for the New Europe? Reconciling Local Solidarity with Labour 
Mobility in Early Modern England”, in The Economic Future in Historical Perspective, ed. David, Paul A. and Thomas, Mark, 
13 (Oxford, 2003) 463–77. 
5 Steve Hindle, “States, Markets and Entitlements in Early Modern Europe”, Journal of Early Modern History, 6 (2002) 190–
93; Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England, c.1550–1750, p. 361–449. 
6 Ibidem. 
7 Remi Albert du Laury, La jurisprudence des Pays-Bas autrichiens etablie par les arrets du Grand Conseil de sa Majesté 
Impériale et Apostolique I (Brussels, 1761), p. 288. 




last place of three years’ residence.9 Unfortunately, ‘T Jaeks father had also lived a travelling life, 
moving from job to job as a labour migrant according to (seasonal) labour demand. Because he did not 
have a set place of belonging, no parish would accept T’Jaek as ‘their own’.10  He moved from orphanage 
to orphanage and lived on the streets for a long time. Now that he was old and disabled, clearly no longer 
able to work, T’Jaek did not have sufficient means to survive. And, without a place to apply for poor 
relief, and without a network to fall back on, he was forced to live on the streets. 
 
T’Jaek was not the only person roaming the streets in eighteenth-century Flanders. Contemporary 
accounts described how groups of people traveled from parish to parish in a quest for employment, relief 
or other means of survival. The sexton of Reningelst for example described in his diary how destitute 
migrants were en masse shipped on carts and removed from their parishes of residence in 1772.11 Poor 
migrants increasingly became considered as a problem for local, regional and central governments alike. 
Legislation on settlement changed often and swiftly in the regions along the North Sea as elites tried to 
get a grip on the mobility of the labouring poor.12 This was especially so in coastal Flanders, where ‘t 
Jaek lived.    
  The Flemish coastal region witnessed increasing population growth and pauperism, especially 
by the second half of the eighteenth century.13 Mobility levels were also high, higher than in most other 
parts of the Southern Netherlands. Up to forty per cent of adult men in towns was born outside their 
place of residence, which even added up to sixty per cent in rural parishes.14 This related, among other 
things, to the characteristics of the local labour market and landholding structures. Coastal Flanders was 
an agrarian capitalist region, in which a few wealthy farmers exploited large plots of land, leaving most 
of the population landless and proletarianised.15 The capitalist farmers in the area increasingly 
specialised in grain production from 1740 onwards and preferred hiring seasonal labourers and day 
                                               
9 For an overview of legislation in the Austrian Southern Netherlands (which Flanders formed a part of), see Paul Bonenfant, 
Le Problème Du Paupérisme En Belgique À La Fin de l’Ancien Régime (Brussels, 1934), p. 110-152. 
10 A parish in Flanders was an administrative geographic unit, originating from the parishes of churches. It was somewhat 
comparable to the modern-day municipality. Parishes for example levied residents’ taxes and were the main administrative unit 
for poor relief throughout the early modern period. On the continuity of early modern local and regional authorities in the 
nineteenth century, see for example Brecht Deseure and Diederik Smit, “Pre-Revolutionary Provinces in a Post-Napoleontic 
State: Piecing Together the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, 1813-1815”, BMGN – Low Countries Historical Review 133, 
3 (2018) 98-121.  
11 As quoted in Thijs Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change, Labour Organization and Welfare Entitlements in the North-Sea Area, C. 
1650-1800”, in Migration, Settlement and Belonging in Europe, 1500s-1930s. Comparative Perspectives, ed. Steve King and 
Anne Winter (New York, 2013). 
12 See for example ARA, CP, Cartons 1283, Extrait des Registres du Conseil d’Etat du Roy, 19 April 1732; Ibidem, De par les 
Magistrats des Chef-Colleges de la Flandre-Maritime, Representans les Etats de la Province, 7 August 1732; Ibidem, De par 
les Magistrats des Chef-Colleges de la Flandre-Maritime, Representans les Etats de la Province, 4 July 1739 ; SAV, OA, 343: 
Ordonnanties 1716-1751, Folio 109 recto: Ordonnantie van 17.11.1731 over onderstandswoonst ; L.P. Gachard (ed.), Recueil 
des ordonnances des Pays-Bas autrichiens, 3e série, vi, Contenant les ordonnances du 27 mars 1744 au 22 décembre 1750) 
(Brussels, 1887), p. 577: Décret de Marie-Thérèse touchant l’entretien des pauvres dans la province de Flandre, 24 October 
1750. 
13 Claire Gyssels and Lieve Van Der Straeten, Bevolking, arbeid en tewerkstelling in West-Vlaanderen: 1796-1815 (Leuven, 
1986); Bonenfant, Le Problème Du Paupérisme; Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, Poverty and Capitalism in Pre-Industrial 
Europe (Hassocks, 1979); For a detailed discussion on the different levels of population growth in Coastal Flanders, see 
Christiaan Vandenbroeke, “Le cas flamand: Evolution sociale et comportements démographiques aux XVIIe-XIXe siècles”, 
Annales. Economies, sociétés, civilisations, 39 (1984) 917–920; Luc Spanhove, “De bevolkingsevolutie van het platteland 
omheen Brugge in de achttiende eeuw (1725–1795)”, Standen en Landen, 58 (1972) 75–108; Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”, 
p. 212. 
14 Gyssels and Straeten, Bevolking, arbeid en tewerkstelling. 
15 Erik Thoen, “A ‘Commercial Survival Economy’ in Evolution. The Flemish Countryside and the Transition to Capitalism 
(Middle Ages–19th Century)”, in Peter Hoppenbrouwers and Jan Luiten van Zanden (eds.), Peasants into Farmers?: The 
Transformation of Rural Economy and Society in the Low Countries (Middle Ages - 19th Century) in Light of the Brenner 
Debate (Turnhout, 2001) 102–157; Paul Vandewalle, De Geschiedenis van de Landbouw in de Kasselrij Veurne (1550-1645)  




labourers in sowing and harvesting seasons over annual hiring.16 Many of the labouring poor thus 
moved, lived and worked in different places.17   
  Mobility formed an integral part of the survival strategies of the population, specifically the 
labouring poor.18 Governments and elites increasingly tried to regulate this in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. France for example created dépôts de mendicité in every province in the 1760s to 
confine vagrants and ‘rogues’ (research has later shown that among those convicted as vagrants were 
also labour migrants in search of work).19 Mobility created tension and government interference in 
regulating migration increased. In this thesis, I analyse how and why local governments tried to regulate 
mobility and deconstruct their motives and interests in doing so.   
 
The stories about T’Jaek and other uprooted migrants lay bare an interesting problem considering the 
relations between people and place. There is an extensive field of research on the dilemma or dichotomy 
between migration and belonging, inclusion and exclusion. Migrants are often considered to have a 
multi-layered belonging, or a ‘multi-locatedness’.20 They belong to their native society and integrate to 
a certain extent in their community of residence. Migration trajectories are moreover not necessarily 
linear: people move to many different places, or back and forth, as itinerants, or sojourners.21 This raises 
questions as to in which community their membership is located, in which community they have rights 
and obligations, and to what extent these differ from other community members.   
  Such questions of belonging to a community are especially striking in questions regarding 
access to welfare. Welfare is, as a rule, a community-based institution. Local means are redistributed to 
people in need. Several sociologists have demonstrated that the support for egalitarian welfare systems 
is higher when these systems are delineated to a shared nationhood.22 Access of migrants to welfare, 
moving from one community to another, is therefore complicated. Free movement in the European 
Union for example clashes with nationally organised welfare systems.23 The portability of welfare 
                                               
16 Guy Dejongh, Tussen Immobiliteit En Revolutie: De economische ontwikkeling van de Belgische landbouw in een eeuw van 
transitie, 1750-1850, unpublished PhD-thesis (Leuven, 1999); Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”, p. 205-209. 
17 The context of mobility and migration patterns in this area is discussed in greater detail in the context section of this 
introductory chapter.  
18 Olwen H. Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France 1750-1789 (Oxford, 1974). 
19 See Rik Vercammen and Anne Winter, “Een dwalend bestaan? Mobiliteit bij veroordeelde landlopers in België (1870-
1914/30)”, TSEG/Low Countries Journal of Social and Economic History 13, 2 (2016) 51–75; Anne Winter, “‘Vagrancy’ as 
an Adaptive Strategy: The Duchy of Brabant, 1767–1776”, International Review of Social History 49, 2 (2004) 249–277; Leo 
Lucassen, “Eternal Vagrants? State Formation, Migration and Travelling Groups in Western Europe, 1350–1914”, in Gypsies 
and Other Itinerant Groups (London, 1998) 55–73; Leo Lucassen, “A Blind Spot: Migratory and Travelling Groups in Western 
European Historiography”, International Review of Social History 38, 2 (1993) 209–35; A.L. Beier, “Vagrants and the Social 
Order in Elizabethan England”, Past and Present 64 (1974) 3–29. 
20 See for example Zhang Jijiao, “Shifting Two-Tiered Boundaries of Belonging: A Study of the Hukou System and Rural-
Urban Migration in China”, in Ludger Pries (ed.), Shifting Boundaries of Belonging and New Migration Dynamics in Europe 
and China (London, 2013) 136–163; Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick Schiller, “Conceptualizing Simultaneity: A Transnational 
Social Field Perspective on Society”, in Alejandro Portes and Josh DeWind (eds.), Rethinking Migration. New Theoretical and 
Empirical Perspectives (New York, 2007); Peggy Levitt and Nina Glick Schiller, “Conceptualizing Simultaneity: A 
Transnational Social Field Perspective on Society”, International Migration Review 38, 3 (2004) 1002–1039. 
21 Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, “Measuring and Quantifying Cross-Cultural Migrations: An Introduction”, in Jan Lucassen 
and Leo Lucassen (eds.), Globalising Migration History: The Eurasian Experience (16th-21st Centuries) (Leyden, 2014) 3–
54. 
22 For a discussion of solidarity and nationhood, see Will Kymlicka, “Solidarity in Diverse Societies: Beyond Neoliberal 
Multiculturalism and Welfare Chauvinism”, Comparative Migration Studies, 3 (2015) 1-19 and the other contributions to that 
special issue: Rainer Baubock and Peter Scholten (eds.), Comparative Migration Studies 3 (2015), "Special Issue: Solidarity 
in Diverse Societies: Beyond Neoliberal Multiculturalism and Welfare Chauvinism". 
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entitlements is still an issue, as are nativist fears and anxieties related to immigrants ‘profiting’ from 
local welfare.24  
  Mobility challenges conceptions of the boundaries of a community, and consequently, those of 
solidarity. This is the case for international migration today as well as internal and short-distance 
migration in the eighteenth century. In the early modern period, the local parish was the authority 
responsible for distributing poor relief, instead of the state as in post-war Europe.25 People who moved 
from one parish to another, even if the distance was only 10 kilometers, thus left the place where they 
could apply for relief.  People from another village were called ‘foreigners’, ‘aliens’ or ‘strangers’.26 
Questions regarding ‘belonging’ and ‘otherness’ are as relevant today as they were in the early modern 
period. This thesis delves deeper into that dilemma from a historical perspective.  
 
Research Questions and Scope 
The Flemish North Sea region is the area of focus for addressing those questions in this thesis. As 
mentioned before, legislation on settlement often changed in this region in the eighteenth century, on a 
local, regional and central level. One regulation stood out: the Concordat of Ypres, signed on the 6th of 
June 1750.27 It was a bottom-up agreement between rural districts and cities in the region of Flanders, 
transgressing the borders of the French Kingdom and the Austrian – or Southern – Netherlands. At its 
largest point, it included the entire coastal region between Bruges, Dunkirk, Lille and Courtrai. The 
Concordat was supposed to solve the many conflicts regarding settlement, i.e. the question of migrants’ 
access to local poor relief. These had led to ‘all sorts of difficulties, disputes, expenses, and lawsuits 
between our tables consuming a noticeable part of the table’s annual means at the expense of the 
deserving poor’, according to the overseer of the rural parish of Adinkerke.28 
 
  
                                               
24 See for example Elaine Moriarty, James Wickham, Alicja Bobek and Sally Daly, “Portability of Social Protection in the 
European Union: A Transformation of National Welfare Systems?”, in Anna Amelina, Kenneth Horvath and Bruno Meeus 
(eds.), An Anthology of Migration and Social Transformation: European Perspectives (Basel, 2016) 201-215. 
25 See also Keith D.M. Snell, Parish and Belonging: Community, Identity and Welfare in England and Wales, 1700–1950 
(Cambridge, 2006). 
26 Keith D.M. Snell, “The Culture of Local Xenophobia”, Social History 28, 1 (2003) 1–30. 
27  Many copies of the legislative text of the Concordat of Ypres have been conserved in several different archives, in printed 
and in handwritten form, and in French and in Dutch. In this thesis, I refer to the printed version: Placcaeten van Vlaanderen, 
v, 1 (Ghent, 1763), p.38: Concordat of Ypres, 6 June 1750; Anne Winter and Thijs Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and 
Local Autonomy: Settlement Policies in England and the Southern Low Countries in the Eighteenth Century”, Past & Present 
218, 1 (2013) 91–126, p. 109-116. 
28 SAV, OA, Adinkerke, 1. 
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Map 1: Member districts of the Concordat of Ypre in the Southern Low Countries and in France, 1750-
1796 
 
Members of the Concordat of Ypres in the Southern Low Countries (yellow) and in France (green). 
 
The two main divergences of the Concordat vis-à-vis existing central legislation in Flanders were 
introducing free mobility and locating settlement in one’s birthplace. People were thus allowed to move 
anywhere they wanted, but upon becoming poor, they would be removed to their native parish to be 
relieved there.29 The Concordat had many remarkable aspects. Although many other settlement 
agreements existed in for example the Campine area, or in Land van Waes and in Antwerp, the 
Concordat was relatively large in scope.30 Whereas other agreements generally were concluded between 
two entities, the Concordat comprised about six hundred parishes. It was moreover transnational in 
scope, transgressing national borders and existing independently alongside central legislation. As a 
multilateral agreement, the Concordat did not have a central coordinating institution. This has inter alia 
guaranteed the dispersed survival of an abundance of source materials in many different local archives. 
Such a richness of sources is unique for the period and provides a revealing insight into the daily 
                                               
29 Concordat of Ypres, article 1 and article 2. 
30 RAG, KSL, 48, ‘Overeenkomst tussen de Dismeesters van Maldegem, Adegem, en Sint-Laureins betreffende geschillen 
inzake onderhoudsgeld’, 1753.; RAB, RBV, 574, folio 35 verso, ‘Reglement voor het onderhout den armen binnen den Lande 
van Waes’, 1757; Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”; James Stephen Taylor, “A Different 
Kind of Speenhamland: Nonresident Relief in the Industrial Revolution”, Journal of British Studies 30, 2 (1991) 183–208; 
Anne Winter, “Caught between Law and Practice: Migrants and Settlement Legislation in the Southern Low Countries in a 
Comparative Perspective, C. 1700–1900”, Rural History 19, 2 (2008) 144–145; Herman Coppens, “‘Een arme eend in de 
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(Ca. 1550 tot 1790)”, Taxandria, 81 (2009) 137–75. See also regional legislation in the Netherlands discussed in Joke Spaans, 
Armenzorg in Friesland 1500-1800: publieke zorg en particuliere liefdadigheid in zes Friese steden Leeuwarden, Bolsward, 
Franeker, Sneek, Dokkum en Harlingen (Hilversum, 1997), p. 77–78, 125, 265, 374; Cornelis van Voorst van Beest, De 




practices of settlement. The Concordat is an outlier in that sense: settlement was used here as a means 
to address local needs for labour mobility, in close relation to agrarian capitalism in the area. It is the 
first documented example in historiography of an elaborate relief and settlement system on the 
Continent, which, in contrast to England and Wales, had no ‘national’ settlement laws until the 
nineteenth century.31 This thesis therefore represents the first systematic research of preindustrial 
settlement practices on the Continent. And although the Concordat region is not at all representative for 
the rest of Flanders, let alone the rest of Europe, in terms of ecological, social, economic and political 
characteristics, it is somewhat comparable to agrarian capitalist areas in the south-east of England, which 
also allows for comparisons throughout the thesis.32 
 
Before turning to historiography, it is important to note that although the Concordat has been mentioned 
in other publications, this was mostly limited to the normative framework. The negotiations behind the 
changes in legislation, nor the daily practices, have been discussed elsewhere. So far, historians have 
mostly linked  the existence of the Concordat to agrarian capitalism in the area.33 Anne Winter and Thijs 
Lambrecht for example convincingly argued that the creation of the Concordat appealed to the interests 
of the large-scale grain farmers who dominated the fertile coastal areas, especially the polder areas.34 
Rural elites were interested in stimulating flexible labour mobility. The Concordat therefore intended to 
remove barriers to mobility. The new regulations also ensured that they did not have to carry the ‘burden’ 
of poor relief for immigrant labourers. Such economic motives for divergent settlement practices have 
also been found in England and Wales. Winter and Lambrecht therefore used the Concordat of Ypres as 
one of the main examples to demonstrate similarities between English and Flemish relief practices.35 
They thereby argued against the long-assumed uniqueness of the English poor laws.36 As in England, 
cost-benefit considerations and economic motives of regulating labour mobility form a plausible 
explanation for the creation and adoption of the Concordat, especially since coastal Flanders and the 
South-East of England shared comparable ecological, agricultural and economic characteristics.37 
  These analyses however do not explain the entire history of the Concordat. The labour market 
does not account for all factors and actors involved.38 The findings on migration patterns and social 
agrosystems for example do not completely add up. Winter and Lambrecht explained the Concordat as 
meeting the interests of rural elites in coastal Flanders, who could benefit from incoming labour 
migration without relief burdens. The Concordat allowed the local elites of coastal Flanders to remove 
labour migrants to their birth parishes in slack seasons or in other cases of destitution. If that were to be 
the main explanation for the Concordat, why did the districts of Ypres and Courtrai join the agreement 
                                               
31 For this discussion, see Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”. 
32 Idem. 
33 Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”; Bonenfant, Le Problème Du Pauperisme En Belgique 
À La Fin de l’Ancien Régime.; Coppens, “Een arme eend"; Dries Vandaele, “Armenzorg op het platteland: de armendis te 
Loker, 1728–1754”, unpublished MA-thesis Ghent University (Ghent, 2001), p. 51–52. 
34 Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”, p. 109-116; Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”. 
35 Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy” 
36 See for example Peter M. Solar, “Poor Relief and English Economic Development before the Industrial revolution", The 
Economic History Review, 48, 1 (1995) 1–21; Patriquin, Agrarian Capitalism and Poor Relief in England. 
37 Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”; Edmund Ruffin (ed.), The Farmers’ Register, a 
monthly publication Devoted to the improvement of the Practice and support of the interests of agriculture. Volume 1 
(Shellbanks VI, 1834), p. 104-105. 
38  This has been acknowledged by several historians, especially when analysing the functioning of settlement in daily practice 
and discussing individual cases. See for example Steven King, “‘It Is Impossible for Our Vestry to Judge His Case into 
Perfection from Here’: Managing the Distance Dimensions of Poor Relief, 1800–40”, Rural History 16, 2 (2005) 161–189; 
Snell, Parish and Belonging; Thomas Sokoll, “Writing for Relief: Rhetoric in English Pauper Letters, 1800-1834”, in Andreas 
Gestrich, Steven King, and Raphael Lutz (eds.), Being Poor in Modern Europe: Historical Perspectives 1800-1940 (Oxford, 




and not the region of Ghent or Oudenaarde?39 The accession of Tournai and Tournaisis neither fits this 
explanation. These presumed labour mobility patterns are morever contested. Jan Lucassen found no 
evidence of labour migration between the Lys department (roughly covering West Flanders) and other 
departments in 1810-1811. 40 He focused only on interdepartmental migration, and therefore suggested 
that labour mobility in coastal Flanders mostly took place within the department. Cost-benefits theories 
moreover do not account for why the Concordat was created shortly after the Austrian War of Succession 
and the related border changes, nor does it explain why certain local entities, like Maldegem Ambacht 
and Oostende, did not join the agreement despite the surrounding rural district of the Liberty of Bruges 
doing so.41   
  This thesis contributes to better understanding the Concordat by taking a closer look at sources 
from local archives, which have so far not been used systematically in historical research.42 It reassesses 
current explanations regarding the Concordat and other local settlement agreements. The analysis of 
negotiations and practices is the main contribution of this thesis, going beyond the mostly normative 
focus in historiography. This will shed a new light on the history of poor relief and of migration. It offers 
a counterweight to the mostly English historiography on settlement, and as such allows for more 
comparison and generalising on the subject. Instead of offering a mere reconstruction of the history of 
the Concordat, I rather use the Concordat as a case study to address historical and theoretical questions 
on inclusion and exclusion of migrants. The Concordat was an example of using settlement law as a 
means to regulate mobility. Several institutions argued for the need for free mobility. It is interesting to 
see how this collided with the perceived need to protect local relief resources.43 As such, the Concordat 
is used here as a case study for social historical theories on dynamics of inclusion and exclusion.44
  In this thesis, I therefore analyse how and why the Concordat was created, how it functioned in 
practice and why it ended. The main research question is why local and regional institutions included or 
excluded migrants. The concept of settlement is used as a proxy for changes in migrants’ membership, 
as settlement governed both admission into a parish and access to local provisions.45 The approach to 
settlement is nevertheless rather structural, as this thesis does not go into questions of identity or 
identification, nor a history from below: it is instead a history of how institutions negotiated inclusion 
and exclusion of membership.   
  Several threads run throughout this research, which function as subquestions to the analysis. 
The first relates to discrepancies between policies and practices, as the source materials allow for an 
analysis of how legislation worked out in daily life, which offers unique insights into the functioning of 
settlement on the Continent. A second common thread are rural-urban relations in migration regulation. 
Migration historians have often focused on rural to urban migration, leaving intrarural mobility out of 
the picture.46 Historiography on rural relief has however demonstrated that mobility was at the heart of 
                                               
39 An overview of the members of the Concordat can be found in RAB, RBV, 574, folio 30.  
40 Jan Lucassen, Naar de Kusten van de Noordzee. Trekarbeid in Europees Perspectief 1600-1900 (Vonk/Zeist, 1984).  
41 See chapter one of this thesis for an analysis of the creation and extension of the Concordat of Ypres. SAV OA 1118, Letter 
from Oostende to castellany of Furnes 13 August 1750; Idem, Letter from Oostende to castenally of Furnes, 16 October 1750; 
Idem, Letter from Oostende to castenally of Furnes, 20 February 1751; RAB, RBV,574, folio 21, ‘Maldegem accedeert niet’, 
1761. 
42 These include archives of rural districts, cities and local parishes, especially archival bundles with labels as ‘poor relief, 
miscallaneous’. See the full list of archives at the end of this thesis. 
43 See for example Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler and Leo Lucassen (eds.), Migration and Membership Regimes in Global and 
Historical Perspective: An Introduction (Leyden, 2013); Snell, Parish and Belonging. 
44 Cf. Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler and Leo Lucassen (eds.), Migration and Membership Regimes in Global and Historical 
Perspective: An Introduction (Leyden, 2014). 
45 Snell, Parish and Belonging, 85–86. 
46 See the seminal work of Rosental on the intensity of European intrarural migrations: Paul-André Rosental, Les Sentiers 




social control in certain areas, such as South-East England, or, in this case, coastal Flanders.47 Analysing 
both rural and urban parishes, and comparing their attitudes to migration and membership, thus opens a 
new field in historiography. Relations between local and central institutions also form a focus, especially 
with regard to the transnational character of the Concordat. In this subanalysis, I delve deeper into 
questions as to why local institutions decided to deviate from central legislation, which differences 
existed between parishes, and to what extent parishes implemented the Concordat according to their 
own insights. The thesis therefore also investigates questions regarding scale and levels of governance. 
Lastly, I analyse the different loci of belonging throughout the history of the Concordat, researching 
whether migrants had more membership rights in for example their place of origin or host society. This 
subquestion contributes to the historiography on parish and belonging, as well as literature on 
multilocatedness in the context of welfare. It provides a better understanding of the rights of others, and 
especially what the boundaries of ‘otherness’ were and how these changed.48 
  As such, this thesis attempts to deconstruct the motivations and interests of rural parishes, cities 
and districts involved in including or especially in excluding migrants. This is complemented by 
research of daily practices, such as changing migration patterns and practices of removal and out-parish 
relief. In the next section, I will first elucidate the concepts and definitions used. 
 
Concepts and Definitions 
This thesis deals with the nexus of poor relief, settlement law and migration. The definitions of these 
historical terms are often confused. The following section discusses the historical conceptions and 
connotations of poor relief, settlement and migration.  
- Poor Relief 
Conceptions of poverty differ through space and time. The English language generally differentiates 
between the labouring poor and paupers, although the boundaries are fluid. The labouring poor were 
often landless and dependent on selling their labour to gain a living. They were however vulnerable, and 
an accident, illness or having many children could render them dependent on poor relief. The concept 
of pauper instead denotes those receiving relief, also known as relief recipients. In both Flanders and in 
England, relief recipients generally made up about ten per cent of the local population around 1800.49 A 
person belonging to the labouring poor could easily become a pauper, while a relief recipient was not 
necessarily dependent for his or her entire life. Historians also generally distinguish between different 
kinds of relief recipients: the structural poor, who could not gain a living for themselves; cyclical poor, 
who were vulnerable during crises; and the shame-faced poor, those who had once led fairly comfortable 
lives but had fallen on hard times (for example a woman who had recently lost her surgeon husband and 
needed help to afford burial costs).50 ‘The poor’ were thus not a uniform or static group of people. 
 In the early modern period, poverty was considered a god-given normality, but also a possible 
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disturbance that had to be dealt with in the most ‘efficient’ way.51  For the elites, giving to the poor was 
also nevertheless a means to achieve salvation. Poor relief was a public system of relieving those in 
destitution, to be distinguished from private charity and from contemporary social security. In contrast 
to charity, poor relief was a public service, regulated by parishes.52 No one had a right to poor relief. It 
thus differs from modern social security in the sense that it concerned an eligibility, i.e. a right to apply, 
rather than a right to receive.53 Poor relief consisted of an amalgamate of services present in 
contemporary welfare and ‘social insurances’, such as unemployment benefits, child support, healthcare, 
pensions, wage supplements and burial costs.  It could be provided casually, temporarily or on a more 
permanent basis. Some people received a bread weekly as a supplement to their wages, whereas others 
for example were reimbursed for buying clothes. Some parishes engaged a local doctor to care for the 
sick poor.   
  Solidarity is not an appropriate term to discuss early modern European poor laws.54 One could 
be eligible for relief in a certain parish through settlement status, but that did not necessarily grant the 
security of assistance. Instead, the poor negotiated with parish overseers on their deservingness and their 
belonging. Different interpretations exist on the origins of the poor relief system, as well as the goals, 
uses and strategies.55 
 
- Settlement 
Settlement may refer to two concepts: immigrants settling down in a new community and the settlement 
status of the poor. Settlement in the context of migration denotes the arrival and integration of 
immigrants. Research on this form of settlement often concerns housing, spatial distribution through the 
city, residential patterns, education and the labour market. It is sometimes used instead of the concept 
‘integration’, which has more normative connotations.56 In the context of poor laws, however, settlement 
is a legal status which denotes the parish in which one can apply for relief.57 References to settlement in 
this thesis thus refer to the latter. The concept of settlement as part of the migration process is in this 
thesis either referred to as ‘settling’ or ‘settling down’ or replaced by comparable concepts such as 
arrival or integration.   
  Historians have for long thought that settlement legislation existed only in England and Wales, 
but recent research has demonstrated that it existed in the Low Countries and in other places as well, 
albeit on a regional or local rather than a central level.58 The legal status was not a fixed concept, but 
rather a bundle of rights.59 Settlement derived from the notion that the parish was the responsible level 
                                               
51 Gutton, La société et les pauvres, p. 115-121, 158-171. 
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54 See also Charlesworth’s critique on Lyn Hollen Lees’ use of the concept solidarity: Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past, 
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of government for the assistance of the poor. Which person belongs to which parish, was regulated by 
settlement laws. Upon becoming poor, a person would thus turn to the poor relief institution (called 
armendis, table des pauvres or ‘poor table’) of his or her parish of settlement. Different models of 
settlement existed. Historians generally distinguish between settlement by birth, settlement by residence 
and settlement by merit.60 Settlement by birth was the primordial notion of belonging: people should 
turn to their birthplaces for relief in times of destitution. Settlement by residence also acknowledged the 
birthplace as the primary place of settlement but allowed people to obtain settlement after a fixed period 
of residence elsewhere. Immigrants could thus obtain settlement in their host parish. Settlement by merit 
posed more criteria or obstacles for granting settlement. It was merits-based, based on the notion that 
one should contribute before being allowed to receive assistance. Such contributions could be fulfilling 
a public position, doing an apprenticeship or owning a plot of land. One’s parish of settlement thus did 
not necessarily correspond with one’s place of residence, nor place of birth. Married women moreover 
generally followed the status of their husbands, and underaged children their parents’ status until they 
reached adulthood. Such exceptions to settlement criteria, also called different ‘heads of settlement’, 
existed in many early modern settlement regulations.   
  Settlement law generally functioned as follows: Upon becoming poor, a person should return to 
his or her parish of settlement to be relieved there. Not all people who were removed to their parish of 
settlement had necessarily migrated in their lives - women marrying someone from a different parish 
obtained settlement without having moved a meter in their lives. ‘Removal’ of people to their parish of 
settlement could occur voluntarily but was often contested.61 Migrants could for example be considered 
too ill, transport was considered too costly, or residing in the host parish was considered more 
advantageous, for example because of social support networks or a higher labour demand.62 The 
historical debates on removal and out-parish relief (the practice of providing relief to a migrant who is 
residing outside of his or her settlement parish) are discussed in the historiography below, as well as the 
identity documents related to checking someone’s settlement status.  
 
- Migration and Mobility 
Migration is often considered a contemporary problem, but it is neither a new nor a modern 
phenomenon. Historians have convincingly countered the idea of a nineteenth-century mobility 
transition and demonstrated that mobility levels in the early modern world have long been 
underestimated.63 In this thesis, the terms migration and mobility are often used interchangeably, but 
they do refer to different processes. Migration relates to a change of residence. One can move to a 
different community, which Patrick Manning has termed cross-community migration.64 Such migration 
categories include itinerant and temporary migration, such as seasonal labourers going to work in a 
different region and returning at the end of summer, or sojourners, such as students studying abroad. 
Mobility is a broader concept. It entails the entire spectrum of movement from daily displacements 
between home and work, to visiting family, to nomadic lifestyles such as ‘ambulant professions’.65 
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Migration can then be considered as a part of the umbrella concept of mobility.   
  Despite these current interpretations, migration had different definitions in the past. Most 
eighteenth-century sources do not speak of migration or mobility, but rather of ‘aliens’, strangers, or, 
conversely, ‘people of this parish’.66 In the context of eighteenth-century Flanders, the concept of 
‘stranger’ or ‘alien’ designated someone who was not born in or settled in the parish where he or she 
lived. These terms are generally replaced by the term ‘migrant’ in this thesis. These people had not 
necessarily migrated though. As stated before, women and children could derive the settlement status of 
their husbandds and fathers respectively and could thus be considered to belong to a different parish 
without having moved in their lives. Early modern society had high mobility levels, but most people 
moved within a range of 40 kilometers.67 Most migration took place over short distances, and people 
from the next village were considered ‘aliens’. Keith Snell has termed this ‘local xenophobia’.68 
Although ‘migration’ from a present-day viewpoint generally refers to people arriving from a different 
country or even from a different continent (leaving aside the discussion on the categorisation of 
migration),69 I also use the concept in this thesis to designate short-distance, or ‘internal’, migration.  
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The research questions of this thesis touch upon three different historiographical debates: on (1) the poor 
laws, including settlement and removal; (2) migration history and (3) migration and welfare in political 
and social studies. They are discussed in this section by means of a literature review, ranging from the 
more general development of the research field to more specific discussions on factors and agency 
impacting upon changes in policies and practices. The paragraph concludes with an overview of the 
existing literature on the Concordat of Ypres as a ‘status quaestionis’ before turning to the sources and 
research methods.  
 
Poor Laws 
Poor Laws have an extensive historiographical tradition in anglophone academia as well as in 
continental fields of research. Comparative research initially focused mostly on the differences between 
nations, but from the 1990s onwards historians have started comparing different regions in Europe.70 
Such research has surged since the advent of spatial history and the analysis of regional variations across 
Europe. There are several main debates within poor law historiography, which will be discussed 
consecutively below. These debates concern the origins and nature of relief, the uniqueness of England 
and, more broadly, spatial variations, the continuity and discontinuity between early modern and 
nineteenth-century relief (notably in the context of the Old and New Poor Laws in England and Wales), 
as well as the differences between formal and informal relief, between public relief and charity. 
Settlement historiography is also an integral part of research on Poor Laws. James Stephen Taylor 
argued for this in his seminal 1976 publication, in which he described settlement as the cinderella of the 
poor laws: no publication had devoted proper attention to the subject.71 King has since argued that the 
functioning of settlement law in practice, such as in the case of out-parish relief, has so far not been 
sufficiently researched.72 We do not have insights into how this system functioned in practice or why 
parishes employed it. After elaborating on poor law historiography, this section discusses the evolutions 
of settlement law, the debates regarding removal and out-parish relief, the relations between settlement 
and belonging and the documents related to proving and attesting settlement status. 
 
- Origins and Nature of the Poor Laws 
The English and Welsh Poor Laws date back to the sixteenth century, whereas national poor laws in 
continental countries, such as France, the Low Countries and Germany, were introduced only in the 
nineteenth century. As in England, however, institutional relief existed from the Medieval period 
onwards and there were many, mostly regional or provincial, laws on relief and settlement.73 The system 
of public poor relief was expanded, reformed, centralised, and made more uniform in the following 
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centuries.74 Friesland in the Northern Netherlands for example installed a form of settlement by 
residence in the sixteenth century and so did the provinces of Holland and Flanders.75   
  There is an ongoing discussion on the origins of poor relief. Several historians considered the 
dissolution of monasteries in the protestant reformation as one of the main reasons for the creation of a 
public poor relief system in England and Wales: this formerly religious role now had to be taken over 
by wordly authorities.76 Others argued that the expansion of public relief was a result of enclosures and 
emerging (rural) capitalism.77 These phenomena limited rights of the poor to common land and increased 
wage dependency. As labour was commodified and wage dependency increased, the lower classes 
became increasingly proletarianised and dependent on relief in times of destitution. Debates on the 
relations between proletarianisation and relief somewhat resonate discussions regarding what came first, 
the chicken or the egg. Several historians have argued that relief was conducive to economic growth or 
that it was used as an instrument for stimulating proletarianisation to meet the interests of capitalist 
farmers.78 Poor relief was a form of socio-economic engineering, of controlling and disciplining the 
poor. Relief levels were generally just enough to survive, providing incentives to paupers to continue 
work.79  
  In addition to these religious and economic explanations, several historians have taken a more 
political or cultural approach. English historiography on relief is so extensive because it is generally 
linked to early state formation. Relief was considered one of the most pervasive domains of state control, 
thus explaining the interests of historians specialised in state formation.80 Another school, including 
Abram de Swaan and Katherine Lynch, focuses mostly on community aspects of relief.81 Lynch for 
example argued that as late medieval and early modern cities grew larger and more anonymous, 
communities felt the need to institutionalise solidarity in the form of poor relief. It was used as a solution 
against urban anonymity and as an instrument of community formation as communities grew and 
informal solidarity structures decreased. Relief thus formed a bottom-up instrument of social cohesion, 
especially for the middle classes.82 This mostly applies to urban situations, but Hadewijch Masure and 
Eline Van Onacker have demonstrated that different aspects of community formation played an 
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important role in the differences between different regions in Flanders.83 Marco van Leeuwen has 
developed a useful model regarding the strategies of elites and the poor with regard to poor relief, in 
which he showed how these interests fed back to each other.84 He argued inter alia that providing relief 
was also in the individual interest of elites. It was believed that charity could promote one’s salvation 
after death, but it also augmented social status and reputation.85   
  There are thus several different viewpoints, which share a common ground of explaining the 
institutionalisation of relief as an ongoing process. Several factors such as proletarianisation, inequality, 
poverty, population increase, state formation and religious change in the wake of the reformation, 
induced this process, as well as Renaissance rationalism and the Enlightenment.86 Institutions became 
more centralised and relief institutions increasingly distinguished between ‘deserving’ and ‘non-
deserving’ poor.87   
 
- Informal and Formal Relief 
Public poor relief was not as important, nor as institutionalised in every region. Esther Beeckaert and 
Eric Vanhaute for example recently demonstrated that poor relief was negligible in the nineteenth-
century Ardennes region in the Southern Low Countries. Many alternative informal support structures 
existed, such as common lands.88 The organisation of poor relief institutions was most extensive in areas 
where more informal structures had diminished.89 In the Northern Netherlands, public poor relief was 
often complemented with religious relief funds and people of different religious backgrounds thus relied 
on other support structures.90 Several aspects of relief in Flanders were moreover already present in 
medieval charity.91 This continuity is also represented in the fact that parts of the income of relief 
institutions was derived from gifts and alms collections.92 Relief moreover did not take a set form, but 
consisted of an amalgamate of institutions of a wordly and religious character. It was part of a larger 
system of options of survival strategies, complementary to more informal structures such as credit 
networks, gleaning or common rights. There was not necessarily a clear delineation between formal and 
informal relief.93 This should rather be interpreted as a sliding scale. ‘Informal’ structures were also 
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subject to regulation and delineation of entitlement. Gleaning was for example often limited to residents 
or local labourers.94  
- Continuity and Discontinuity 
English historiography generally portrays a clear break between early modern and nineteenth century 
relief, as the ‘New Poor Law’ was introduced in 1834. The question of continuity and discontinuity 
between the Old and the New Poor Law was one of the first major historiographical debates to develop 
on this subject. The Old Poor Law dated back to the Elizabethan period, specifically 1597-1601. England 
and Wales thus had the only national poor law introduced before the nineteenth century. In the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century, several contemporaries denounced the Old Poor Law, because 
it assumedly stimulated idleness among other things. Many parishes for example allowed able-bodied 
men, i.e. men who were in theory fit for working, to receive poor relief in slack seasons, during 
unemployment or in addition to wages. The New Poor Law introduced workhouses and tried to render 
the relief system more efficient. Twentieth-century historians have criticised the transition to the New 
Poor Law. Sidney and Beatrice Webb condemned its tendencies to social control, which rather befitted 
the labour hiring elites than helped the labouring poor.95 In their view, recipients received only enough 
assistance to survive and were forced to work. The workhouses largely replaced outdoor relief (i.e. 
staying ‘home’ and receiving assistance in money or in kind). Workhouses were intended to be 
profitable: the recipients would work and thus generate revenue for the parish to render the system more 
efficient. Webb and Webb inter alia showed how this did not turn out as envisaged.96   
  The literature took a different turn in the 1960s with the work of historians such as Mark Blaug 
and Anne Digby.97 They initated a revision the historiography by investigating, among other things, the 
functioning of the Old Poor Law in detail. Conducting bottom-up research, they analysed how relief 
functioned in practice and demonstrated that there was a relative degree of continuity in some practices 
between the Old and New Poor Law. 
 
- History from Below   
Another more recent strand in historiography focusses on the experiences of the labouring poor. An 
important development to mention here is the work by Olwen Hufton. In her analysis of the poor of 
eighteenth-century France, she introduced the concept of economies of makeshift, which helps to 
understand the income strategies and realities of the labouring poor. Hufton argued that relief was one 
of the possible means of survival, alongside wage labour, but so were for example migration, petty crime 
and family strategies. Along the same lines, a new research field developed within social history named 
‘history from below’. This strand investigates the lived experiences of the labouring poor. E.P. 
Thompson for example propagated that historians should try to investigate the voices of those who were 
not in a position to make themselves heard.98 Historians in this strand currently try to demonstrate the 
strategies and agency of the lower classes in the past, for example in the ‘London Lives’ project, which 
digitises and makes available archival documents from courts, prisons and poor relief, allowing for 
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analyses of crime, poverty and social policy.99 It attempts to discern the voices of everyday people in 
order to illustrate the lived experiences of the past. History from below has become an important part of 
recent poor relief historiography.100  
 
- Spatial Variations in Poor Relief 
Many authors, such as Peter Solar or Larry Patriquin, have stressed the uniqueness of the English 
system.101 In recent decades, research on the Poor Law has witnessed a revival as historians have started 
to focus more on the ‘spatial dynamics of welfare’, analysing regional and local variations.102 Relief 
provisions in the South-East of England are for example generally considered to have been more 
generous and inclusive than those in the industralising North, whereas other authors focus on the intra-
regional differences and argue that variations in inclusiveness were high even among neighbouring 
parishes.103   
  Another related recent development is the broadening of the scope to the European framework 
of welfare, resulting in edited volumes with case studies of different European countries (or regions and 
cities).104 Historians have argued that the English welfare system was not unique, and that comparably 
extensive systems could exist on the Continent.105 Winter and Lambrecht have for example 
demonstrated that elaborate relief and settlement legislation existed in the early modern Southern Low 
Countries, albeit on a regional scale rather than a national level.106 The preoccupation with the English 
Poor Law related to the connections with state formation and the archival tradition in England. The 
centralisation of poor relief had resulted in a relative centralisation and standardisation of documents 
and archives, thus easing the research process and allowing for comparisons across the country. Coastal 
Flanders however also knew elaborate settlement regulations and witnessed the introduction of poor 
taxes in the eighteenth century.107 So far, several case studies have appeared on cities and regions within 
the Low Countries, with promising results, linking local autonomy in settlement and relief decisions to 
local labour markets and to different types of rural economies.108 This is a wider development in 
European history, which allows us to compare for example agrarian capitalist regions in different 
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countries, or textile cities.   
  Going beyond anglocentric historiography, historians are increasingly coming to grips with the 
elaborate (national) traditions of poor relief historiography in continental Europe. Focusing here on the 
nations encompassed by and bordering the Concordat, there are several seminal works to discuss. 
Already in the 1930s, Paul Bonenfant wrote a magnum opus on the ‘pauperism problem’ in eighteenth-
century Belgium, in which he discussed the changes in the normative framework of poor relief.109 Since 
then, Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly have, together with Dirk van Damme, written extensively on the 
reforms of social policy, poor relief and settlement in the Southern Netherlands and elsewhere in early 
modern Europe.110 Lis for example studied the relief reforms in 1770s Antwerp and argued that 
regulating the local labour market was one of the main motives for these reforms.111 More recently, 
Winter and Lambrecht have compared relief in coastal Flanders to South-East England and Anne Winter 
has researched settlement and vagrancy in Brabant and Flanders.112 Research on medieval to sixteenth-
century charity and relief is also on the rise, with recent research projects and papers on the subject by 
Hadewijch Masure, Hannelore Franck, Eline van Onacker and Maika de Keyzer.113 Researchers such as 
Esther Beeckaert, Nick van den Broeck, and Eric Vanhaute have moreover analysed regional variations 
in nineteenth-century relief.114 France has a less elaborate historiography on the functioning of early 
modern poor relief, inter alia because there were no central regulations on poor relief prior to the 
Revolution. There is nevertheless an extensive discussion on the reforms of social policy and the visions 
on relief of thinkers such as Montlinot and Turgot.115  Hufton’s seminal work on makeshift economies 
was also based on eighteenth-century France.116 The French relief reforms of the eighteenth century are 
generally interpreted as attempts to safeguard public order. Vagrancy was for example one of its main 
preoccupations.117 The English debate is thus not the only debate, but the research questions posed in 
this thesis concern the practices of relief and settlement, which have been treated more extensively in 
English literature. The thesis does include references to other regions like the Northern Netherlands, 
such as Maarten Prak’s work on Den Bosch,118 or Joke Spaans’s research of Friesland,119 but the main 
comparative framework is centered on English historiography. 
 
- Settlement and Poor Relief 
James Stephen Taylor argued that relief historiography has for long overlooked the subject of settlement, 
claiming that ‘settlement, like Cinderella, has been taken for granted’.120 The settlement discussion has 
since developed in several directions, most notably the definition and implications of settlement, the 
relation of settlement to migration regulation and the discrepancies in local settlement practices. Taylor 
discussed the development of the settlement laws in England and distinguished between four stages: 
settlement by birth, settlement by residence (in 1503/1504), settlement by merit (1691) and a restoration 
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of settlement by residence in the wake of the New Poor Law.121 The initial principles were based on 
settlement by birth: anyone who became destitute should return to his or her birthplace for relief. This 
was replaced in the seventeenth century by settlement by residence. Anyone who resided in a different 
parish for a set period of time could receive settlement there. Legislation regarding settlement by merit 
was issued in the late seventeenth century, according to Taylor because the government wanted to 
restrict the poor from moving to places with most the favourable welfare conditions: the poor should 
stay put. Instead, only someone who held a public office, rented a property of a certain minimum value 
or contributed in several other predetermined ways to the community could obtain settlement. The New 
Poor Law and subsequent legislation however reinstated settlement by residence.122 The nature of 
settlement has evoked quite some discussion. Lorie Charlesworth argued that historians have ascribed 
too much meaning to the concept.123 Instead, it should be interpreted for what it was: a legal status, with 
no other connotations than juridical.  
 
- Settlement and Mobility 
The relations between settlement and migration are a contested subject. Adam Smith for example argued 
that as poor relief in the southeast of England was more generous than in the north-west, it offered an 
incentive for poor people to remain in the southeast.124 Employment opportunities in this agricultural 
region were however scarcer than in the manufactures in the north. Poor relief thus led to an inefficient 
allocation of labour, according to Smith.125 Arthur Redford, who analysed labour migration in England, 
likewise agreed that poor relief in the south sedentarised the population.126 Outdoor (i.e. non-workhouse 
or confined) relief to able-bodied men limited the need to migrate for survival. Moreover, Taylor argued 
that the Settlement Act of 1691 was derived from the notion that ‘the poor should stay put’.127 Paupers 
were no longer allowed to move elsewhere while receiving relief. The government was concerned that 
the poor moved to the places with the best welfare conditions. These authors thus mostly agree that 
settlement restricted mobility.  
  This topic has become a heated subject of discussion in the 1990s, when Norma Landau argued 
that settlement regulation functioned as an instrument for migration regulation and monitoring 
migrants.128 Although most authors agree that settlement had an influence on migratory behaviour, Keith 
Snell criticised her interpretation of the settlement system. He argued that settlement was not intended 
as a close surveillance of migrants, instead, it was inherently linked to poor relief, something which 
Landau’s article barely alluded to.129 Landau interpreted settlement as a means of migration regulation 
and selectiveness upon arrival, whereas Snell argued that individuals’ settlement status was mostly 
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relevant upon destitution. His fiercest criticism related to the use of ‘pars pro toto’ argumentations: 
Landau based her research on sources from Kent, which was not representative for the rest of England.130 
The Concordat of Ypres offers an elaborate and well-documented case study to better comprehend the 
relations between settlement and migration regulation. Settlement law was used here, among other 
things, as an instrument to stimulate mobility.   
  The debates on settlement and mobility are inherently linked to the debates on removal and out-
parish relief. Some authors argued that settlement coud function as a system to deter the migrant poor 
from claiming relief, as this could lead to their removal to their settlement parish, where there were little 
opportunity structures for employment.131 There were however elaborate practices in England of out-
parish relief, by which the poor would not be removed. This argues against the deterrance effect. Out-
parish relief could instead even stimulate the movement of labouring poor to places with a high labour 
demand. These implications are discussed in the following section.    
 
- Settlement Law in Practice: Removal and Out-Parish Relief 
Several publications have demonstrated that settlement practices often diverged from legislation. 
Especially in the agrarian capitalist regions of South-East England, systems as ‘Speenhamland’ and ‘out-
parish relief’ (also known as ‘non-resident relief’) were, according to some historians, created as 
strategies to maintain a flexible and low-cost enlarged labour supply.132 For James Stephen Taylor and 
Steven King out-parish relief was potentially beneficial to both the residence and settlement parish, 
given differences in the labour market of both parishes.133 The practice of out-parish relief bypassed the 
costly (and often considered unnecessary) custom of removal. Removal denotes the process in which 
parishes removed the unsettled poor to their place of settlement. In the Low Countries, removal generally 
occurred when people who did not have settlement status in their residence parish (but elsewhere) 
became dependent on relief. In England until 1791, on the other hand, removal could also take place 
when a migrant was merely considered likely to become chargeable.134 Out-parish relief practices 
instead allowed the poor to remain in their place of residence while receiving relief from their settlement 
parish – literally poor relief provided outside of the parish. This practice could function as a form of 
subsidisation, stimulating labour mobility and allowing the poor to move out from labour abundant areas 
to reside in parishes with a higher labour demand. The presence of such a larger labour supply benefited 
local employers (often labour-hiring farmers) in the parish of residence. It also had considerable 
advantages for settlement parishes with a low labour demand. The poor would be fully dependent on 
poor relief if they were ‘removed’, whereas out-parish relief allowed them to combine (temporary) work 
with relief in slack periods. It thus accommodated seasonal fluctuations in labour demand.135 Cost-
benefit considerations and the stimulation of flexible and mobile labourers were considered major 
factors for the emergence of this local practice.      
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Economic differences between regions were thus considered among the main motives to diverge from 
central settlement policies, but such differences also played a role on a local scale. The distinction 
between open and close parishes is a useful analytical tool to distinguish between the different 
implementations of relief and settlement legislation in different parishes.136 Several historians have 
argued that different degrees of openness and closedness existed between neighbouring parishes: not a 
strict dichotomy but rather a sliding relational scale.137 This open- and closedness relates to generosity 
in relief, openness in housing conditions, demand on the labour market and especially property 
distribution. Open parishes are relatively easy for newcomers to settle in, whereas property owners in 
close parishes are more hesitant to rent out cottages to ‘strangers’. Open parishes on the other hand were 
more accessible and more densely populated. Living conditions in open parishes were often 
characterised by overpopulation and little hygiene. Residents of open parishes often worked in nearby 
close parishes. Relief provisions in close parishes were more generous but far more selective. It is 
generally agreed upon that the differences between open and close parishes relate to division of 
ownership and power. With property concentrated in close parishes and more dispersed in open parishes, 
only a few wealthy proprietors generally held power in close parishes. Their interests were thus more 
uniform and the number small, enabling them to form coalitions. Parishes in which ownership was 
distributed over more people had greater difficulty in aligning interests and were generally more open.138   
 
The differences in practices thus also depend on questions of scale, so that research findings may differ 
between a central, regional or local focus. The implementations of removal and out-parish relief in 
practice depended upon internal and interrelational power balances. In a sense, the Concordat could be 
interpreted as an attempt to eradicate differences between open and close parishes. Instead, all parishes 
accepted immigrants and allowed them on the labour market, and no parishes had to accept the burden 
of incoming migrants. 
 
- Negotiating Poor Relief, Settlement and Removal 
The differences in access to poor relief relate to different local policies, but also to discrepancies between 
policies and practices. As several historians have rightfully pointed out, settlement and relief were 
subjected to a negotiation process. These could relate to several factors, often analytically grouped under 
the notions of deservingness and belonging. Deservingness relates to the justification of the search for 
assistance, for example if the pauper’ destitution was considered no fault of his or her own, such as 
illness or the decease of a family member. There were several degrees of deservingness. Widows or ill 
people were generally considered among the most deserving categories.139 Belonging is another aspect 
of negotiation and relates to the bond between a person and a place, his or her entitlement in a parish.140 
Paupers for example tried to prove their belonging by mentioning the people they knew in a parish. The 
duration of stay in a parish was another argument for belonging. Earlier sections have discussed the 
considerations of communities to include or exclude certain groups of people for e.g. economic reasons, 
but utility and morality also played a role. So did individual considerations. Steven King for example 
stated that parishes acted differently towards individuals with similar characteristics, arguing that ‘one 
pauper with a given set of circumstances would be removed and another with a roughly identical set 
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would not’.141 The ‘structural’ view, focusing on the economic conditions in the parish, indeed does not 
explain why one single unwed mother was removed upon destitution, whereas another single unwed 
mother was allowed to stay. King, having analysed pauper letters and additional poor law sources 
extensively, therefore suggested that factors such as religion, individual moral standing as well as 
personal chemistry all impacted removal decisions.142 He did not deny that the nature of labour demand 
was one of them, but rather added a personal layer of emotions, morality and discretion to the structural 
view. 
In his seminal work on belonging in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England and Wales, 
Keith Snell made a model of the sense of belonging of the inhabitants of the parish. He observed that 
the parish contained a core group of residents with ‘settlement’ in the parish (i.e. the legal status that 
provides access to poor relief).143 Alongside them, the community also comprised a more fluidly defined 
group of residents who did not have settlement, as well as settled members who no longer resided in the 
parish. Snell showed how this T-shaped model changed because of the introduction of the New Poor 
Law in 1834.144 Especially the irremovability clause made that labouring poor without settlement could 
actually demonstrate a belonging in the parish of residence. In recent years, historians have increasingly 
analysed the concept of belonging, culminating inter alia in a conference on urban belonging.145 Snell 
had, on the other hand, focused on the countryside. Although the research on ‘belonging’ is recently 
blooming, there still is a gap concerning the relations between city and countryside with regard to 





The strand of migration history has developed mostly in the twenty-first century and finds its roots in 
the social studies of the 1960s, such as the Chicago School. Several seminal publications inspired the 
contemporary migration history debates. Leslie Page Moch for example demonstrated the centrality of 
migration to early modern European history.146 Peter Clark and David Souden edited a volume on 
migration and society in England.147 Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull discussed the modes and volumes 
of migration in Britain in the eighteenth and nineteenth century.148 Jan Lucassen assessed the importance 
of seasonal migration for labour markets by analysing early nineteenth-century seasonal labour 
migration to the North Sea coastal areas.149 Dirk Hoerder analysed the dynamics of cultural exchange 
with regard to migration in a comparative European framework, and Donna Gabaccia analysed the 
cultural exchange with regard to food culture in the twentieth-century United States of America.150 
Patrick Manning made some first attempts at categorising human migration based on the concepts used 
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to describe animal mobility patterns.151 The field has by now expanded, consolidated and concentrated 
around several main debates. These concern the changing volumes of migration and mobility;152 
integration processes and the social-cultural adaptation process of immigrants and of the host society;153 
categorisations of migration;154 global migration;155 membership regimes;156 migration and transport;157 
policies and practices;158 and migration problematisation and discourses.159 Migration can be used as a 
lense to study societies. Research of migration generally distinguishes between the processes of 
migration, interpreted as movement, and the processes of integration, e.g. cultural exchange, adaptation 
or social mobility. This study adressess both, but within the specific context of poor relief and settlement. 
These debates have recently become more engrained through the efforts of inter alia Anne Winter and 
Adam Crymble, who used methods of migration history to assess settlement and removal processes.160 
The following section discusses four relevant developments within migration history, namely the 
‘mobility turn’, the debates on membership regimes and the ‘rights of others’, the discussions on 
migration policies versus practices and, lastly, the relations between the settlement/removal and 
migration history debates.  
- Mobility and categorisations of migration 
Manning stressed in his categorisation of migration that people did not only move to change residence, 
but also moved temporarily as seasonal labourers, or sojourned somewhere, for example as international 
students.161 In addition to these forms of ‘temporary’ migration, people move in their daily lives to work, 
sell, consume or visit family members. Mimi Sheller and John Urry have introduced the ‘new mobility 
paradigm’.162 They argued that mobility of people and goods is central to society and shapes its social 
and physical structures. Researchers should thus pay more attention to the everyday modes of mobility. 
This paradigm has become influential in the field of history as well. Historians have also analysed transit 
or transient migration and organisational migrants such as ‘expats’, as well as specific mobile groups 
such as travelling artists.163 Several researches have analysed how states increasingly tried to regulate 
and sedentarise mobile groups in order to exert social control and to govern public order.164 The research 
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of the Concordat contributes to this emerging field of research, as it concerns a system in which mobility 
was stimulated under strict regulation and supervison. It moreover concerned a broad spectrum of 
mobility such as labour migration and paupers. 
- The rights of others and membership regimes 
Membership is one of the central concepts of this thesis. It denotes the relations between individual and 
community and is often used as a theoretical concept to discuss the different rights and entitlements of 
citizens, non-citizens and immigrants in a community.165 T.H. Marshall, for example, stressed that a 
shared sense of community membership formed an integral part of citizenship.166 This membership 
complements the set of political, economic, cultural and social rights attached to citizenship. But not all 
inhabitants of a territory or a polity are actual citizens of that society. Rogers Brubaker already wrote 
about those inhabitants who do not hold citizenship but who do have certain rights, obligations and 
entitlement in a society, in his study on the economic and social rights of noncitizens in postwar Europe 
and the United States of America. Immigrant workers, for example, have a limited set of social rights in 
the host society. Brubaker termed this situation ‘membership without citizenship’.167 Seyla Benhabib 
theorised further on the ‘rights of others’. She distinguished between different layers of membership. 
Among other things, she demonstrated that contemporary European regimes provide different sets of 
civil and political rights to citizens, EU nationals and third country nationals. She distinguished between 
residents and temporary immigrants and included refugees and asylum seekers as a different category. 
Whereas national citizens have full rights to for example unemployment benefits, temporary migrants, 
both from an EU and a non-EU background, have none. EU residents have only partial access, as do 
immigrants with a third country nationality. For resident third-country nationals, these partial rights have 
more severe implications. For them, unemployment can lead to termination of the residence permit, or 
to a prevention of the possibility of renewal.168   
  Membership thus is a common concept in political theory and sociology which has been picked 
up recently by historians. Ulbe Bosma, Gijs Kessler and Leo Lucassen have made a first attempt at 
theorising and categorising the history of migration and membership regimes.169 They defined 
membership regimes as ‘the complex of rules, regulations, customs and values surrounding the entry 
and long-term settlement of migrants in a new polity’. A recent example could be the ‘guest worker’ 
programme. Western European countries needed low-skilled labourers in the post-war Reconstruction 
era of the 1950s and 1960s. They decided to attract migrants from Mediterranean countries as Spain, 
Greece, Morocco and Turkey, who would reside in the country temporarily to work and return after the 
job was done. These so-called ‘guest workers’ were not supposed to learn the language or integrate, but 
instead live somewhat segregated from daily society and return to their home countries.170 An example 
of a different membership regime is that of the early modern Russian empire by Nicholas Breyfogle in 
Bosma, Kessler and Lucassen’s volume. As the empire was expanding and incorporated different 
territories, the central authorities sent citizens from the centre of the empire to settle in the peripheries. 
These central ethnic were supposed to intermarry with locals in the periphery and advance the cultural 
                                               
165 Benhabib, The Rights of Others; Sarah Fine and Lea Ypi, “The Ethics of Movement and Membership. An Introduction”, in 
Sarah Fine and Lea Ypi (eds.), Migration in Political Theory: The Ethics of Movement and Membership (Oxford, 2016). 
166 T.H. Marshall, “Citizenship and social class”, in J. Manza en M. Sauder (eds.), Inequality and society (New York, 2009) 
148-154, p.151.   
167 Brubaker, “Membership without Citizenship: The Economic and Social Rights of Noncitizens”. 
168 Benhabib, The Rights of Others, p. 159-161. 
169 Bosma, Kessler and Lucassen, Migration and Membership Regimes. 
170 However, the options of family reunification, and especially the social benefits built up through working in the host society 
made that many of them eventually stayed. As Bonjour and others have argued, the policy makers had not foreseen that 
temporary guest workers might want to stay. This membership regime suffered from a control gap. Saskia Bonjour, Grens en 




homogenisation of the empire.171  The concept of membership regimes thus constitutes a useful concept 
for addressing the different policies with regard to natives and migrants. Earlier research by respectively 
Heidi Deneweth and Marco van Leeuwen has for example demonstrated that cities employed specific 
relief and settlement regimes to attract certain labourers. Medieval Bruges offered generous relief 
entitlements to skilled textile labourers.172 Nineteenth-century Amsterdam abolished warranty letters 
(proofs of settlement status) in order to stimulate the incoming mobility of labourers for the fleet.173 
Local governments engineered the entry rights and relief entitlements of newcomers as a means to meet 
the demands of the local labour market. 
  As Bosma, Kessler and Lucassen have stated, research on membership regimes addresses 
 
‘the terms under which migrants are to be accepted by receiving societies and the extent to which the 
rights and obligations of newcomers should differ from those of what is often referred to as the 
‘autochtonous population’, i.e. those considered to have certain historical or even primordial 
entitlements within the territory or society which now attracts people from elsewhere.’174 
 
Membership regimes thus reflect the power relations between newcomers and receiving societies.175 
This research into the Concordat aspires to add to our understanding of the causal relations for inclusion 
and exclusion of migrants, using the membership regimes concept as a theoretical guideline to provide 
further insights into the functioning of settlement. 
 
- Migration policy in practice 
Migration policies did not always result in the envisaged goals. Wayne Cornelius, Philip Martin and 
James Hollifield introduced the concept ‘control gap’ to refer to the discrepancies between the goals of 
a national migration policy and what is put into practice or the results of the policy.176 Saskia Bonjour 
has for example demonstrated that Dutch postwar migration policies directed at limiting migration 
instead had opposite results, as many migrants arrived through family reunification. Policymakers 
changed their expectations accordingly. Not only did the formal framework not fit actual practice, but 
events ‘on the ground’ also changed the attitude of policymakers.177 
Another explanatory model for differences between policies and practices is the ‘street level 
bureaucracy’ theory. Developed by Michael Lipsky in 1980 to describe the discrepancies between public 
policies and practices, this term has been adopted by several migration historians.178 Tycho Walaardt for 
example used it as an explanation for the discretionary space given to government officials deciding on 
asylum applications in the Netherlands between 1945 and 1994.179 He demonstrated that there was an 
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ambiguity within asylum law which left margins of appreciation to the executive officers. Their 
backgrounds and previous experiences partly explained the different outcomes and different decisions 
on individuals’ asylum applications.180  These insights correspond with the findings of King on removal 
negotiations in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England.181 Factors such as religion, the individual 
moral standing as well as personal chemistry all impacted removal decisions. 
Discussions on Migration and Welfare in Present-Day Society 
 
Having discussed the historical debates regarding poor relief and migration, we now turn to the 
discussions on migration and welfare in contemporary Europe. In the wake of free labour mobility within 
the European Union, as well as the perceived migration crises following the Arab uprisings and their 
aftermath in the early 2010s, academics have paid increasing attention to the discrepancies between 
migration and welfare. Social scientists have created new fields of literature on topics ranging from 
welfare conditionality to welfare tourism and welfare chauvinism. Several findings of the historical 
studies discussed above resonate with these debates. The dilemma between welfare, which is restricted 
to local or national communities, and mobility of people between these communities, is a universal issue. 
This paragraph discusses the different relevant concepts used in social sciences. These concepts mostly 
relate to research concerned with the European Union but also exceptionally consider the Chinese 
‘hukou’ of tying an individual’s social rights to a place.  
 
Gary Freeman explained the complications regarding the boundaries of post-war European welfare 
states in his seminal ‘Migration and the political economy of the welfare state’. He argued:  
 
‘The logic of the welfare state implies the existence of boundaries that distinguish those who are 
members of a community from those who are not. Yet the welfare state is necessarily at least partially 
open to its external environment.  (…) The welfare state is a closed system because a community with 
shared social goods requires for its moral base some aspect of kinship or fellow feeling. The individuals 
who agree to share according to need have to experience a sense of solidarity that comes from common 
membership in some human community. But the concept of membership implies the existence of 
persons who are not members and who are, therefore, excluded from the process of sharing.’182 
 
Deciding who is included and who is excluded from welfare is part of the political economy of nation 
states, or as migration historians would put it, part of the membership regimes of polities. Issues 
regarding these decisions especially come to the fore in contemporary Europe, which promotes free 
mobility but has welfare restricted to nation states.183 One debate that has emerged within the social 
sciences is the portability of welfare. Intra-European labour migrants lose certain entitlements to welfare 
in their countries of origin. Working abroad for example means that a migrant does not form part of the 
active labour population in the country of origin and thus does not automatically build up pension rights. 
This leads to bureaucratic procedures of combining entitlements from different countries in the case of 
old age or upon return. There is moreover no pan-European policy on welfare portability. Instead, 
European legislation leaves it upon nation states to regulate the boundaries of welfare. This results in 
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practice in restrictions of access to welfare for labour immigrants. Elaine Moriarty has demonstrated 
that Ireland built in limitations of welfare entitlements to immigrants from countries recently acceded 
to the EU, especially from Eastern Europe.184 The country limited access to welfare to several years’ 
residence in the territory. Such dynamics can be compared to a system of welfare rights by residence or 
by merit, as has been discussed for the early modern and nineteenth-century settlement laws.185 These 
laws relate to protecting the local means of assistance for a designated local community. 
  The boundaries of the welfare state and issues of welfare conditionality are developing as an 
important research field within migration studies.186 Scientists study issues regarding the link between 
solidarity and nationhood and the exclusion of immigrants, surfacing for example in the desire to restrict 
welfare to the ‘own’ people. This is also termed welfare chauvinism, which denotes the preference for 
“a system of social protection for those who belong to the ethnically defined community and who have 
contributed to it”.187 It describes the unwillingness of citizens of a certain community to provide welfare 
to people considered as newcomers. Instead they prefer restricting welfare to their ‘own people’. As 
such, it is closely related to a Rawlsian perspective of protecting the community’s resources by 
excluding ‘others’.188 Welfare chauvinism is generally linked to populism and xenophobia. Its 
implications have been discussed widely in sociology, especially with regard to political developments 
such as populism and the growth of right-wing ideology.189 Socio-economic developments, such as 
decreasing wages, or changes in immigration patterns, are another explanatory factor.190 
  A closely related concept is ‘welfare tourism’ or the ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’.191  It is based 
on the notion that migrants choose their destinations based on generous welfare schemes. Countries with 
generous welfare schemes thus supposedly attract more migrants. The idea resonated in English early 
modern settlement law. Several historians argued that the English state restricted the movement of 
paupers receiving poor relief in the settlement laws.192 The state wanted to limit their mobility to prevent 
them from moving to the places with the most generous or open relief systems. Petra de Jong recently 
demonstrated that Eastern European migrants to the Netherlands in the twenty-first century were not 
attracted by generous welfare opportunities.193 Instead, most migration streams consisted of young 
people searching for work. Welfare did not play a decisive role in deciding their migration decisions. 
What’s more, most migrants generally left their host society before having built up enough residence 
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rights to apply for welfare.194 De Jong did however demonstrate that generous welfare schemes in origin 
countries could prevent people from leaving or migrating.195 This corresponds to Boyer and others’ (not 
undisputed) argument on how settlement held people in South-East England back from migrating to the 
industrialising in the North, as relief in the south-east was more generous.196   
  The engineering of the population and mobility as discussed in settlement and relief as social 
control also recurs in contemporary debates, especially with regard to the hukou system of twentieth-
century China.197 This was introduced as a top-down system of social control and migration regulation 
of the Chinese state under Mao in 1958. Hukou is a form of local membership, or household registration, 
which grants social rights such as housing, access to medical care or schooling. Tying people to their 
places, hukou was supposed to limit urbanisation. As industrial areas like Guanghzou attracted labourers, 
several people moved to such industrial centers for work whilst retaining their hukou in the countryside. 
Families became split, as parents were forced to leave their children at home, often residing with the 
grandparents, to secure their access to public services. Several publications have discussed how this has 
developed a sense of dual or two-tiered belonging among these migrants.198  
 
With this thesis, I aim, among other things, to provide a historical dimension to the contemporary 
debates. It is not an attempt at explaining the historical developments that have led to the current 
situation, but rather intended as a contribution to theoretisation. Projecting contemporary questions on 
the past would be anachronistic but analysing historical processes can contribute to understanding 
causality and deconstructing agency in contemporary issues. Concepts used in present-day literature can 
moreover help to interpret and analyse developments in the past. As such, this thesis follows the 
approach of the societal turn, which represents ‘an upsurge of social and economic history that is deeply 
embedded in and engaged with public challenges and debates by means of conscious participation and 
dissemination of historical analyses’.199 
 
  
                                               
194 De Jong, Between Welfare and Farewell. 
195 Idem. 
196 Boyer, An Economic History, p. 173-192. 
197 Fang Cai, “Hukou System Reform and Unification of Rural–urban Social Welfare”, China & World Economy 19, 3 (2011) 
33–48; Yeqing Huang, Fei Guo and Yiming Tang, “Hukou Status and Social Exclusion of Rural–urban Migrants in Transitional 
China”, Journal of Asian Public Policy 3, 2 (2010) 172–85; Kam Wing Chan and Li Zhang, “The Hukou System and Rural-
Urban Migration in China: Processes and Changes”, The China Quarterly, 160 (1999) 818–55. 
198 Zhang Jijiao, “Shifting Two-Tiered Boundaries”. 
199 Esther Beeckaert, Sander Berghmans, Dieter Bruneel, Hanne Cottyn, Pieter De Reu, Marjolein Schepers, Tobit Vandamme, 
and Sven Van Melkebeke, “The ‘Societal Turn’. Historicising Future Society”, TSEG/Low Countries Journal of Social and 






This research is limited in scope to the region of Flanders in the eighteenth-century Austrian Netherlands 
and Northern France. Although the Concordat was extended over several rural districts of the former 
medieval county of Flanders, this formerly unified county was in the eighteenth century divided between 
France (Maritime Flanders and Walloon Flanders), the Southern Netherlands (West Flanders and East 
Flanders) and the Dutch Republic (Zealand Flanders). Amongst these, the Concordat comprised 
Maritime Flanders, Walloon Flanders and West Flanders. This thesis focusses mostly on the part of 
Flanders in the Southern Netherlands. The sources on the Concordat in local Belgian archives are well-
documented and extensive, more than in the French archives.200 This research project has moreover been 
embedded in two larger research projects focusing on urban history in the Low Countries and poor relief 
in Flanders respectively.201 The analysis is also based on sources found in French archives, but the focus 
of the analysis concentrates on West Flanders. The following sections will explain the source selection 
and the selected methods.  
 
Sources 
As the Concordat was a multilateral agreement without a central ‘managing’ institution, and the 
agreement moreover chose arbitration over litigation in times of conflict, its sources have survived in 
many dispersed local and regional archives. Many parishes, cities and castellanies kept Concordat 
documents as means of jurisprudence. Each change was supposed to be communicated to all members.202 
The ‘Concordat archives’ then, consists of different series and dossiers in local and regional archives, 
often found in archival bundles termed ‘poor relief, miscellaneous’ in the present-day inventories.203 
The archives of rural parishes, cities and castellanies that were members of the Concordat contain 
documents concerning its creation, such as draft proposals, invitations to adopt the agreement and 
according responses. Likewise, when several members wanted to exit in the 1770s, they drafted requests, 
invitations to join the exit and a new settlement proposal and they negotiated with remaining members 
and the central government on the exit. The archives also contained references to other agreements in 
Flanders, or conflicts on settlement, which helped to contextualise the Concordat.  
  Most relevant sources have been found in parish, urban and regional archives, but more central 
level archives also contain sources on the Concordat. The archives of the Privy Council of the Austrian 
Low Countries for example devoted several entries to the creation and dissolution of the Concordat. 
These archives contain correspondence between the creating members and the Empress, requests to 
adopt the agreement, advices by the Council of Flanders on settlement law and requests and 
correspondences regarding the exit of the Concordat. Likewise, the archives of the Estates of Flanders 
and the Council of Flanders contain advices to the Privy Council on Concordat matters. In addition, I 
used legislative documents like extraits de protocôle to analyse the central legislation with regard to the 
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Concordat specifically and settlement law more generally.   
 
In addition to these documents, providing information on the institutional framework, the local archives 
also provide valuable information on the day-to-day functioning of the agreement, notably through 
settlement and removal conflicts between parishes, which I refer to as ‘individual conflicts’ or ‘pauper 
conflicts’.204 These generally came about when someone became destitute and was believed to have a 
settlement elsewhere. Such conflicts concern individual relief requests which resulted in arguments 
between residence and settlement parishes over who was liable to pay and whether the individual (and 
often his or her household) was allowed to stay or should be ‘removed’, i.e. sent back to his or her 
settlement parish. The sources however are not inventoried or organised as a selection but are rather 
spread over different files in several local archives. These have mostly been saved in different local 
archives as they functioned as proof of the jurisprudence of local parishes. Some of these have seeped 
through to the archives of the casteallany boards, or even the Council of Flanders or the Privy Council, 
for example if the local parishes did not manage to settle the conflict, or if a conflict was used as an 
argument to request legislative change.    
  Whereas such individual conflicts would earlier have been resolved in court, the Concordat had 
installed a system of internal arbitration.205 TThe internal conflict-resolving system means that the 
sources are ideal for contextualisation because they contain more information than judiciary files and 
also include the viewpoints of multiple agents in a single conflict. I have selected conflicts of which 
multiple letters per case have been conserved for in-depth analysis. This allows for analysing different 
viewpoints on the conflicts. The source selection adds up to a total of about fifty cases, adding up to 
about a hundred letters. It should be noted though that these files, varying in date from 1745 to 1795, 
concern conflicts and therefore do not allow for an analysis of the general experiences of belonging. 
They rather tell us something about the extreme cases. The sources are relatively elaborate, allowing for 
a unique contextualisation of conflicts and for an analysis of the different viewpoints of the parishes 
involved. They are used throughout this thesis as illustrations of the practices of settlement and removal 
and are analysed more systematically and in detail in chapter six, which deals with negotiations on 
removal and out-parish relief.  
  Combined, these sources form the main corpus of this PhD thesis. Such an abundance of sources 
on the local level is unique. The sources do, however, impose several limitations. For one, the conflicts 
are not representative for the daily functioning of the settlement laws as they concern extreme cases. 
They can nevertheless be used to analyse the different patterns of implementation. Secondly, the survival 
of sources is disparate. Some castellanies documented more extensively than others or have been better 
conserved. The archives of the castellany of Furnes on the Concordat are for example rather elaborate, 
whereas I have found only few sources for the castellany of Courtrai. I have moreover decided to limit 
my main analysis to West Flanders. This relates to issues of feasability of a PhD-project in a four-year 
period, but also to the nature of archiving: the sources regarding the regions of Furnes and the Liberty 
of Bruges are the best conserved, extensive and well-documented sources regarding the Concordat. This 
results in a bias in the analysis towards Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges. Some archives have also been 
lost.  A part of the archives of Ypres for example perished in the First World War. As stated, most 
primary sources have been found in folders with miscellaneous documents, ranging in topics from road 
works to bestiary pest.  Unlike for England, we cannot crosslink data from removal orders to settlement 
certificates, settlement examinations and pauper letters, simply because bureaucracy was less elaborate 
and fewer sources have survived or been organised in a similar systematic way. There was no 
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standardised organisation of the Flemish local poor relief institutions in the early modern period.206 The 
analysis moreover focuses mostly on the institutional viewpoint of inclusion and exclusion rather than 
a history from below with regard to the migrants. The research questions relate more to policy and 
governance than to lived experiences of the past, but moreover, the conflicts are too limited in scope to 
provide a proper history from below – and sources of the poor tables regarding individual poor migrants 
have not been sufficiently extensive for systematic analysis.  
 
In addition to this main corpus of sources on the Concordat, the research is also based on several other 
qualitative and especially quantitative sources. The Bulskamp accounts are for example used in chapter 
five as a case study to analyse the daily functioning of settlement and removal. Against many odds, the 
late eighteenth-century consecutive account books of this parish have been entirely preserved between 
1768 and 1804.207 These books contain biennial accounts, which were concluded every two years in 
April from 1768 onwards. They contain lists of all the income and expenses of the poor table. The 
distribution of relief is moreover listed per pauper household, including the kinds and amounts of relief 
they received. This allows for a systematic quantitative analysis. Bulskamp has not only been chosen 
because of the rareness of available sources.  Remarkably, these distribution lists also mentioned the 
place of residence of the relief receivers. The parish overseer registered whether a recipient pauper was 
resident in Bulskamp or in a different parish. This is relatively rare.208 Especially the level of detail in 
the documentation and the survival of a series of sources spanning three decades are unique, which turn 
Bulskamp into an excellent case study.  
  To better comprehend the demise of the Concordat, an additional source, created in the context 
of the French Revolution, has been used. All estates wrote down their grievances in cahiers des 
doléances, hoping to influence the reform of central policy.209 These cahiers were created in early 1789. 
They discuss a wide range of topics, most notably taxes and the power of the first and second estate, but 
also roads, markets and poor relief. Several parishes addressed the Concordat in these cahiers. Their 
opinions towards whether the Concordat should be continued or abolished, as expressed in these cahiers, 
is included in this research.  
Lastly, I have mapped information on soil types and migration patterns. The information on soil 
types is derived from the STREAM research project.210 This data distinguishes between the dune, polder, 
sand and sandy loam areas of Flanders. The information with regard to migration has been derived from 
several different sources. Coherent and comparable data on the local level are absent prior to the 
nineteenth century, except for a population census of year IV (1795-1796), listing the levels of natives 
and non-natives per municipality.211 This census coincided with the end of the Concordat and has many 
limitations. In addition, I have analysed a nineteenth-century census on labour mobility issued by the 
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French Empire in 1810-1811.212 Secondary literature has moreover provided me with information on 
migration balances and patterns in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth century.213 As stated, central 
enquiries on migration between cities and parishes are absent for the eighteenth century. By analysing 
sources of regional entities on migration streams, this project has attempted to bridge the gap in our 
knowledge on eighteenth-century migration in Flanders. These sources concern surveys found in the 
Concordat archives on out-parish poor, day labourers and landless immigrants. These sources have not 
been studied before and provide information unseen in other research, especially regarding out-parish 
relief mobility as in the sources of Bulskamp. The most extensive source is a 1776 enquiry of the 
castellany of Furnes, the city of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges into out-parish relief. This allows to 
analyse mobility patterns of paupers which has not yet been undertaken in historiography.214 These are 
complemented with analysis of mobility patterns in the Bulskamp accounts. The unique nature of these 
sources and the availability of digital methods have enabled this analysis. Hopefully, more local research 
in other regions will provide a framework for analysis. The selected sources and limitations of an 
analysis of migration patterns are discussed in greater detail in the Context section and in chapter four, 
which deals with the changing implications of migration.  
 
Approach and Methods 
Negotiations are the main focal point of this thesis. I analyse how institutions negotiated changes in law 
and how the belonging of migrants was negotiated. Research of these negotiations serves to deconstruct 
the motives of stakeholders on different levels and in different places, such as central governments, rural 
districts, city boards or parish overseers. Different moments of negotiation can be distinguished 
throughout the history of the Concordat, such as the construction of new regulations, invitations to other 
rural districts and cities to the Concordat, discussions with central authorities to legitimise the changes 
inregulations, negotiations between Concordat members regarding the implementation of settlement law 
and negotiations on individual conflicts. Comparing these negotiations with regard to different occasions 
and different levels allows for a deconstruction of the interests and motives involved, of the 
discrepancies between intentions and practices, of the degree of continuity and discontinuity over time 
and of the differences between different entities.    
  As stated before, this research primarily has an institutional approach. This also relates to the 
nature of the sources.  They concern institutional documents such as requests or policy letters between 
parishes and other governments. Voices of the people are barely heard in these sources. The archives of 
the Concordat moreover contain no ego-documents, not even with regard to the individual conflicts, 
except for one or two cases in which a pauper had been lodged by someone who demanded 
reimbursements from the pauper’s settlement parish. These conflicts thus shared more similarities with 
the English settlement examinations, in that sense, than with pauper letters. There are no examples in 
the archives of complaints or petitions from parishioners. Although it could be interesting to compare 
the strategies of the mobile poor through such conflicts, or to deconstruct negotiations between parish 
overseers and parishioners with regard to the mobile poor, I have not done so for the limited number of 
conflicts and for the lack of insights on the agency of parishioners in the available sources. The research 
focuses on why local governments included or excluded migrants instead, and how this was negotiated 
with other institutions. 
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 The analysis thus consists of contrasting and comparing more formal and more informal 
negotiations with regard to why the Concordat was created, why local governments joined or refused to 
join the agreement, why some exited and why others continued the agreement. The same goes for the 
different arguments of parishes used to negotiate on out-parish relief or removal in the case of conflicts 
regarding individuals. These are related to the characteristics of the institutions involved, distinguishing 
between different hierarchical levels and the relations between city and countryside. Analysing 
negotiations forms the main method throughout this thesis, but each chapter has a specific set of sources 
with their own limitations and methods, which are presented in introductions of each of the chapters 
respectively.  
 
Another primary method used throughout the thesis relates to spatial history: mapping changes through 
time as well as differences through space. This allows to discover spatial patterns in the chronology of 
accessions and exits, in the implications of migration on the Concordat and of the Concordat on 
migration, as well as in the mobility patterns of out-parish relief. Digital geovisualisation methods 
offered by software such as GIS and nodegoat has made this spatial analysis possible. The following 
section explains these methods and their limitations.  
  QGIS is a geographical information system, which does not require a software license. It is an 
open source geographic information system (GIS).215 It allows to plot information on a map, and to link 
historical maps with their current latitude and longitude coordinates. In order to map information 
concerning the Concordat, I have, with the help of Torsten Wiedemann and Sven Vrielinck of the joint 
UGent and VUB STREAM project, created a map of the districts and cities and rural parishes pertaining 
to the Concordat. The basis for this map is derived from the municipalities of Flanders and France in the 
early nineteenth century. I have retraced the boundaries of the early modern castellanies on these maps 
based on information derived from seventeenth and eighteenth-century historical maps.  The basis 
Concordat map thus shows the boundaries of the rural parishes, cities and of the rural districts. This map 
has been georeferenced and digitised in QGIS by Torsten Wiedeman of Ghent University, which 
allowed me to use it as an analytical and visualisation tool. This QGIS environment of the Concordat 
region has subsequently allowed me to plot the chronologies of adaptations to legislative changes, to 
plot soil types and to plot diverse informations on migration balances. This functioned as a 
methodological instrument for this research. Plotting disperse data on migrations from, say, an 1759 
enquiry of milling rights in the castellany of Furnes216 and an 1776 enquiry of out-parish poor originating 
from Bruges resident in the Liberty of Bruges217 allowed me to discover patterns, such as the high levels 
of ‘aliens’ resident in polder parishes throughout the eighteenth century. QGIS moreover allowed me to 
link legislative change with soil types, or migration balances with soil types. In order to account for the 
total size of the population of a certain parish in a given year, I have used the census of year IV,218 
combined with earlier local censuses,219 to calculated average annual growth rates to approximate 
population numbers in a specific year. The soil types, census of year IV, and  earlier local censuses were 
derived from the STREAM project and existing publications. I have collected information on which and 
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when parishes joined or exited the Concordat from the archives and information on migration balances 
in local enquiries of 1759,220 1771221 and 1776 in primary sources.222 
  In addition to plotting such spatial patterns, I also have plotted the migration patterns including 
origins and destinations and their changes through time. For this end, I have used a second digital 
software called nodegoat. Nodegoat is a ‘web-based data management, network analysis and 
visualisation environment’.223 It concerns a relational database that allows to visualise the relations 
between the submitted data. Network analysis is for example facilitated by this software. With nodegoat, 
one can also connect data to a location, thus also allowing for geovisualisation on a map. Unlike in 
QGIS, it is not possible to link historical maps and coordinates: nodegoat only allows for plotting on a 
present-day map based on Google Maps. An interesting added benefit of nodegoat is, however, the 
possibility to plot serial information and visualise the changes over time in an interactive simulation. 
Nodegoat, like QGIS, allows to build and construct a database from scratch. I have used it mostly for 
analysing mobility patterns with regard to out-parish relief, because these sources provided information 
on someone’s parish of residence and parish of settlement. Whereas GIS would mostly allow me to 
visualise the levels of out-resident paupers per settlement parish in one map, and to plot the immigrant 
paupers per residence parish on a different map, nodegoat offers the opportunity to visualise the 
movements per out-parish individual. I have been able to create a database for the parish of Bulskamp, 
in which I submitted the biannual data on relief distribution per individual. I only selected the individuals 
who were mentioned, at least once in the Bulskamp sources, as having received out-parish relief. 
Bulskamp relief receivers who always lived in Bulskamp have thus not been submitted to this database. 
Of the out-relief people, I have submitted the names, family members (if listed), gender, received relief 
and place of residence. When these places of residence were plotted on a map, they showed how the 
out-parish poor moved between Bulskamp and surrounding parishes. The 1776 enquiries into the out-
parish poor between the castellany of Furnes, the Liberty of Bruges and Bruges were also plotted using 
nodegoat in a similar fashion. 
  Digital methods such as QGIS and nodegoat can add new insights into older questions of the 
debates on the relations between relief and social control.224 These methods were indispensable for 
completing this project and for approaching poor relief from the perspective of inclusion and exclusion 
of migrants. By using these methods here, I aspire to open up new questions and new opportunities for 
future research. Another convincing relief and settlement investigation with such digital methods is a 
paper by Tim Hitchcock, Adam Crymble and Louise Falcini. They analysed the origins of vagrants 
removed from London and argued that such vagrant removal policies undermined the migration 
regulation of the settlement system.225  
 
Outline of the Thesis 
 
The empirical chapters of this manuscript are divided into two main parts, the first focusing on 
institutions and the second on migrants. Part one is involved with the negotiations on institutional 
changes. It discusses why the Concordat was created, why several cities and rural districts adopted it, 
why it created friction among the members and why it ended. This first part comprises chapters one to 
three. Chapter one discusses how the Concordat came into existence, zooming in on the negotiations 
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regarding creating and adopting the Concordat in the 1750s and 1760s. The second chapter discusses 
the events of the 1770s, when several members left the Concordat and created a new legislation in which 
all immigrants were included in local poor relief. The shift from nativism to immigrant inclusion forms 
the main focus of that chapter. Chapter three discusses the demise of the Concordat in the context of the 
revolutions ending the Ancien Régime. This first part of the thesis focuses on several main themes, 
namely the discrepancies between local and central interests, the relations between cities and 
countryside, the policies versus practices debate and the loci of belonging. It pays particular attention to 
the chronology and spatial variations in creating, joining or leaving the Concordat. 
  Section two discusses the negotiations with regard to migrants, such as daily practices of 
settlement and removal, as well as negotiations regarding belonging. It concentrates on the consequences 
of the Concordat for the migrants, as well as the impact of migration on the Concordat. The agency of 
migrants themselves is not addressed explicitly, because of the context of the sources (no ego-
documents) and because of the research focus on the dynamics of institutional change rather than lived 
experiences of inclusion and exclusion. Chapter four forms an attempt at understanding changing 
migration experiences and migration patterns during the Concordat. The fifth chapter delves deeper into 
practices of removal, demonstrating that out-parish relief was very common in the area. Chapter six 
analyses the different individual outcomes of negotiation processes regarding poor migrants’ settlement 
and removal.   
  The remainder of this introductory chapter describes the geography and society of the Concordat 
area, such as border shifts, the local labour market, relations between gender and mobility and local 
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I.3 Geography and Society in the Concordat Area 
 
 
In order to comprehend the history of the Concordat, this section provides background information on 
the context and framework within which it existed. It discusses the political, social, economic, 
demographic and ecological characteristics of the Concordat area. Starting with a discussion of the 
political developments and regime changes in the time period, the section continues by outlining the 
ecological and economic characteristics of the region, including the economic sectors and the labour 
market. It subsequently discusses the demographic traits of the region and population increase in the 
eighteenth century, followed by a discussion of regional migration patterns. The chapter ends with a 
discussion of the characteristics of local poor relief.  
Political outset 
The Concordat was initially signed between the larger regions of Maritime Flanders, Walloon Flanders 
and West Flanders, to be complemented with Tournai and Tournaisis, the Liberty of Bruges, the 
castellany of Courtrai and most of the independent cities located within this region.226 At the height of 
its existence, it comprised about 600 rural parishes and cities. These regions and cities repeatedly shifted 
between France and the Habsburg Netherelands in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Initially, 
these districts all formed part of the County of Flanders (Graafschap Vlaanderen). This county stemmed 
from the Middle Ages and stretched roughly from Cadzand in Zealand Flanders (part of present-day 
Netherlands) to Dunkirk in Maritime Flanders (part of present-day France) and included Tournai and 
Tournaisis (presently part of Wallonia, Belgium) as well as Menin (present-day Flanders, Belgium).227 
In the wake of several border changes, the erstwhile County of Flanders was subdivided between the 
Northern Netherlands, the Southern Low Countries and France. The largest part remaining was a 
reduced County of Flanders in the Southern Low Countries under Habsburg rule. Its heyday was in the 
Middle Ages. The Flemish coastal area thus was subject to many border changes in the eighteenth 
century, which is part of the explanation of the perceived need to collaborate according to the Concordat. 
In a sense, this region not only witnessed the movement of Menschen über Grenzen but also Grenzen 
über Menschen, a term used in migration history to refer to the implications of border changes for local 
citizens.228  
  Before elaborating on the political changes in the area, let us first discuss the concepts of 
‘castellany’ and ‘parish’ which are used throughout the thesis. Castellanies in Flanders were rural 
districts which, among other things, formed tax units, had centralised courts and held some form of 
political representation in the Estates of Flanders. Cities were generally independent from their 
surrounding castellanies. The countryside surrounding Bruges was for example called Franc de Bruges 
(Brugse Vrije, or, the Liberty of Bruges). The castellanies comprised several subsets of authorities such 
as heerlijkheden or ambachten (somewhat comparable to seigneuries).229 Maldegem Ambacht, for 
example, was a collection of rural parishes in the north-east of the Liberty of Bruges, the Acht Parochies 
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were a collection of parishes in the castellany of Furnes. The borders of a parish more or less coincided 
with the village level, or the later municipalities. These geographical units were derived from church 
parishes but formed worldly entities. That does not mean they were secular: in many parishes, the priest 
was for example involved in poor relief. Wealthy farmers often made a large share of the local elite in 
coastal Flanders. There was, in short, no standard governing parish elite. Parishes are often referred to 
in this thesis as rural parishes, but cities like Bruges and Furnes also consisted of several urban parishes. 
Furnes had parishes like St. Denys, Bruges had parishes like St. Anna, st. Kruis and St. Salvator. These 
urban parishes all had their own poor table. Bruges, Courtrai and Tournai did however adopt Taintenier’s 
proposed reforms of the different urban parochial poor tables into a single urban poor chamber in the 
1770s, and in doing so changed their parochial relief structure.    
 
Map 2: Districts and major cities of the Concordat region 
 
 
This map shows the main cities of the Concordat area (in yellow) and the eighteenth-century district 
borders (grey lines) 
 
The region was subject to many regime shifts in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.230 Most of the 
southern part of the county of Flanders became part of the French sovereignty following wars between 
1622 and 1678, but France had to return many of these territories to Spain in 1697. After the death of 
the Spanish king Charles II, the Spanish Wars of Succession emerged. France conquered the Flemish 
territories again but had to give up eventually. At the Peace Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, the Austrian 
Habsburg dynasty obtained the Southern Netherlands. France thus again lost the sovereignty over la 
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Ouest Flandre, also known as les Pays Retrocédées (literally translated as ‘the returned countries’).231 
These regions formed the province of West-Flanders starting from 1713. This included the castellany of 
Ypres and the territory of Roeselare, the castellany of Furnes, Poperinge, Lo, Diksmuide, Wervik, the 
castellany of Waasten and the roede of Menin. Tournai and Tournaisis also formed part of this territory 
but were disjoined from it in 1750. The Habsburgs remained in power of the Southern Netherlands 
throughout the eighteenth century until the revolutions of the 1790s. What now represents the country 
Belgium, is therefore mostly referred to as the Habsburg Netherlands, the Austrian Netherlands or the 
Southern Netherlands when discussing the eighteenth century.   
  The border changes in Flanders did not end at the peace treaty of Utrecht. French and Walloon 
Flanders continued to remain French, but the borders in parts of West Flanders shifted again in 1740. 
The castellanies of Furnes and Ypres resorted to French power during the Austrian War of Successions. 
At the signing of the peace treaty of Arras in 1748, the temporary French occupation ended and the 
castellanies of Furnes and Ypres returned to the Habsburg empire. From then on, the borders remained 
more or less stable until the end of the Ancien Régime, only to change again in the wake of revolutions 
and military upheaval between 1790 and 1795 as a result of the French invasion, Austrian restauration 
and eventual annexation to revolutionary France.  
 The political climate in this research period has often been described as ‘enlightened 
despotism’.232 The rulers Louis XVI in France, and Empress Maria Theresa and especially her son 
Emperor Joseph II in the Austrian Netherlands followed enlightened ideals of reforming society, whilst 
maintaining autocratic rule. This implied a centralisation of the public apparatus, including top-down 
reforms. Louis XVI for example installed dépôts de mendicité throughout France in the 1760s and 
Joseph II tried to reform social policy in the 1780s.233 Such centralisation attempts did not necessarily 
meet their goals. Instead, local autonomy was relatively high in the Ancien Régime. In poor relief, this 
degree of local autonomy continued well into the nineteenth century. Lambrecht and Winter have 
demonstrated that the organisation of relief institutions in nineteenth-century Flanders showed a large 
degree of continuity from the eighteenth century, despite the reorganisation under French rule.234 
Settlement, for example, retained its local character despite the introduction of national citizenship in 
the early nineteenth century.235 As a contemporary lawmaker stated, local authorities were considered 
the most apt level of government to decide on who was deserving and belonging in their community.236 
  
Religion 
Poor relief has often been approached from a religious framework.237 This is especially so in the 
Northern Netherlands where religious diversity was to a large extent institutionalised and included 
different religious charities alongside public poor relief.238 Protestants in Friesland were for example 
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eligible to apply for public relief, but catholics or Jews were supposed to turn to their own religious 
communities. Religious diversity is one of the central focuses of Dutch early modern historiography, 
which explains why poor relief has been a popular topic to add to the debate. Despite this prevalence of 
religion, it did not play a role in every city. Prak for example demonstrated that all inhabitants of Den 
Bosch could apply for public relief, despite their religious backgrounds.239 An important sidenote here 
is that settlement status did exist alongside these religious divides. Someone who did not meet the 
residence requirements could not apply for relief.240 Although Flanders also knew a history of religious 
dissent, the Reformation of the Netherlands having originated largely in Flanders, the eighteenth-century 
Southern Netherlands and France formally were monoreligious states. There is no notion nor mentioning 
of religious diversity in the sources used for this thesis, except for the criterion of being of the ‘correct 
apostolic catholic religion’ in the Concordat regulations.241 There are no signs of overseers checking a 
pauper’s devotion, as Van Leeuwen for example described for Amsterdam. There, overseers would 
verify whether relief applicants did attend church and prayed regularly.242 The Flemish poor tables 
instead were joint ecclesiastical and wordly institutions, in which both local elites and priests or sextons 
played an important role.243  
Social Agrosystems: Ecology, Economy and Social Relations 
Having discussed the political and religious frameworks, we now turn to soil types and ecological 
characteristics and their implications for the socio-economic situation in the region. Erik Thoen 
introduced the useful concept of social agrosystems in Belgian historiography. He defined it as ‘a rural 
production system based on the region-specific social relations involved in the economic reproduction 
of a given geographical area’.244 This denotes the combination of natural and ecological traits, which 
determine the economic and social relations within a region. The concept is mostly applicable to rural 
history and employs a notion of path-dependency. The Southern Netherlands consisted of several 
different ecological systems on a relatively small territory and is therefore, in the opinion of other 
historians, an interesting test case.245 The Campine area in the North east for example consisted of 
several mixed heathlands and sandy soil, peasants owned small plots of land and had access to common 
land and informal relief structures. It was, in short, a peasant survival area. Inland Flanders instead was 
a commercial textile production area, most known as the typical Flemish proto-industry.246 The region 
was dominated by small farms and inhabitants employed various ways of working the land and 
increasing production, but more peasantry than farming. Coastal Flanders instead was an agrarian 
capitalist area with commercial farming. Its polders had been reconquered from the sea in the early 
Middle Ages, and only just surpassed sea level.247 The plains consisted of clay soil. From the medieval 
period onwards, a small group of wealthy farmers increasingly cultivated large plots of land, leaving a 
growing share of the population landless. There was a strong social polarisation of the rural population, 
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similar to Zealand Flanders as described by Piet van Cruyningen.248 Agriculture had consisted of both 
husbandry and agriculture but focused on grain agriculture from the 1740s onwards.249 More inland 
parishes contained flax and linen production, often in cottage industry.250 Flax cultivation occurred in 
the regions to the east of Bruges and Diksmuide; linen was produced in the area surrounding Ghent, 
starting east from Roeselare and Eeklo and including Tielt.251 
  The lower classes had a limited set of survival strategies in the coastal region. They barely had 
access to land, common rights or informal support networks. The region thus increasingly 
proletarianised. This social agrosystem explains in many ways the central role of mobility and relief in 
the region: in addition to labour, these formed the main parts of the makeshift economies of the poor.252 
The main hypothesis of Anne Winter and Thijs Lambrecht with regard to the Concordat is that local 
elites engineered this system to their interests, to provide a flexible labour supply for harvesting and 
sowing seasons, to decrease relief expenditure and to maintain social order by preventing begging.253 
This thesis will assess to what extent that worked out in practice. 
 
 
Map 3: Soil types in West-Flemish parishes in the Concordat region.  
 
Map visualising the different soil types (dune, polder, sany or sandy loam) on a parish level. Only data 
for the area in the Southern Netherlands has been plotted. 
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There are some limitations to the social agrosystems theory, especially with regard to the scale or level 
of research. Coastal Flanders for example had regional traits, but the differences between parishes were 
also substantial.254 Several historians therefore prefer to discuss soil types or farm sizes as proxies for 
types of rural communities.255 Coastal Flanders consisted of clay polder areas, but also sand and sandy 
loam areas. The eastern parishes of the Liberty of Bruges, for example, are considered to be a transitional 
area between inland and coastal Flanders, combining characteristics of both social agrosystems.  
  The Concordat region consisted of both coastal and more inland parishes. The polder plains 
were dominated by large farms, often exceeding 40 hectares, which functioned as commercial farms 
employing wage labour. Inland parishes on the other hand were dominated by smaller farms, generally 
employed by family labour, combining working the land with cottage industry. The larger farms mostly 
hired day labourers to work on the land, especially in the second half of the eighteenth century.256 They 
preferred them over annual hiring, because of the flexible need for labourers in sowing and harvesting 
season. Another very important motive for hiring day labourers instead of live-in servants was the 
increased food price.257 Live-in servants generally obtained lodging and food from their employers, 
whereas day labourers were on their own and included less expenses for the hiring farmer.258   
 
Family and Demography 
Turning now to demography, Flanders experienced increasing population growth in the eighteenth 
century, which went hand in hand with rising poverty.259 Wages did not keep up with growing food 
prices.260 The border regions moreover complained of the many deserted soldiers and destructions 
caused by the wars in the 1740s, which had rendered a larger deal of the population destitute. The 
Concordat thus occurred simultaneously with the social program of addressing this ‘problem of 
pauperism’ in eighteenth-century Flanders.261 Higher levels of poverty moreover combined with a West-
European marriage pattern, in which young people worked as day labourers or servants until being able 
to marry. This caused relatively high levels of illegitimate child birth in the second half of the eighteenth 
century.262 Increased poverty thus had several implications for the life courses of the labouring poor. 
This poor population was moreover highly mobile, as will be demonstrated in the section on migration 
below. A large deal of this migration consisted of intra-rural labour migration.263 Levels of non-natives 
in parishes with large farms equalled up to 55 per cent of the population.264 Lifecycle migration formed 
an important share of these migration streams. Young people moved to other places to work as servants 
or day labourers until they had gathered enough means to marry.265  
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Migration Streams  
There has been some research of migration within the greater Concordat area, i.e. the coastal plains of 
the larger economic Flemish area, especially within the context of the North Sea migration patterns. 
Coastal Flanders was however not considered a mobile region by Leslie Page Moch, nor by Jan Lucassen 
or Olwen Hufton (who only included Maritime Flanders in her research).266 These historians based their 
findings on an enquiry into labour mobility from 1811, discussed in greater detail below, which surveyed 
seasonal migration from one department to the other. Lucassen, who studied these enquiries in detail, 
however did indicate that internal migration levels within these departments must have been high.267 
Those mobility patterns have not yet been analysed, partially because such local-level, short-distance, 
everyday-mobility is difficult to measure.268 The research of Thijs Lambrecht on the relations between 
relief, settlement and agricultural labour in Flanders has indeed indicated that mobility was high in this 
region.269 Research in demographic studies had likewise demonstrated that the levels of non-natives 
resident in coastal parishes were high.270 This situation related to the demands of the local labour market 
in a region characterised by arable soil, large farms and need for flexible (seasonal) labour, as well as to 
the nature of the mobility of the labouring poor, for whom migration was one of the survival strategies. 
  The mapping of migration patterns in this period and region is a rather tedious task, in the sense 
that there is no possibility of painting a complete picture. Sources which provide information on people’s 
movements, or even their birthplaces are limited. Only from the French period onwards would censuses 
start to include data on migration, registering birthplaces.271 Another limitation is the notion of what 
migration or mobility entails. The definition of what constitutes a migrant was not stable in the early 
modern period. In terms of the labouring poor, a distinction existed between the ‘own’ and the ‘alien’ 
poor, but this distinction related rather to legal settlement status than to what would now be considered 
an alien, i.e. someone born elsewhere. Surviving sources sometimes only focus on one specific category 
of migrants. The 1811 enquiry of the French Empire into labour mobility, for example, which has been 
analysed extensively by Jan Lucassen,272 only provided data on migrants moving annually (mostly 
during the summer) for one season to another department, thus providing no information on people who 
worked as journaliers on day contracts and continuously moved from one place to the other (instead of 
leaving and returning seasonally) or people who worked on annual contracts, as most farm servants and 
domestic servants did.273 In contrast to such a focus on a specific type of migration, the lived experiences 
of these mobile labouring poor rather seem to have been a spectrum of different ‘categories’ of 
migration, often short-distance, relating to the different opportunity structures for their economies of 
makeshifts. As Rosental stated in his seminal work, a large deal of these mobilities are invisible to 
present-day historians.274 
 
This thesis uses local and regional sources to assess the changes in mobility patterns of the labouring 
poor, which are discussed in chapter two and, in more detail, in chapter four. To provide an overview 
for the contextualisation of the research before turning to the chapters, this section focuses on the levels 
of non-natives in the population census of year IV (September 1795 - September 1796).275 This was the 
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first population census on a ‘national’ scale with data on the municipal level. It contains several issues 
regarding the definitions of ‘farmer’ or of ‘strangers’. The discussion of these findings with regard to 
the literature, most notably Jan Lucassen’s research into the 1810-1811 labour mobility patterns and 
Nick Deschacht and Anne Winter’s analysis of early nineteenth-century migration patterns, are 
elaborated upon in chapter four of this thesis.276   
  The census of year IV was taken at the end of the Ancien Régime, when the French 
revolutionaries eventually annexed the Southern Netherlands and abolished all customs and byelaws. 
The sources have not survived for all parishes, thus showing some gaps in the map.277 Nevertheless, 
comparing the coastal regions to the rest of the country does show a high concentration of non-native 
residents in West-Flanders, especially in polder areas. The map below shows the percentage of native 
inhabitants in the entire population. These percentages were fairly low on the coast, where communities 
thus comprised many non-native residents. The map below in figure 5 illustrates the native inhabitants 
as a percentage of the total population.  
  
 




This map is based on the census of year IV. Municipalities in light green had relatively low percentages 
of natives among the total population, darker green stands for a higher percentage of natives.  
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The map implies that the coastal parishes received more different categories of migrants than merely 
seasonal migrants. Censuses after all rather mapped the resident population, and seasonal migrants were 
not registered as such. Immigrant day labourers, or seasonal harvesters, then, should not be visible in 
these data unless they had taken up fixed residence. The remark must be made, however, that the 
instructions regarding the census had some leeway considering mobility, which means that the 
interpretation varied from parish to parish.278 Nevertheless, the high levels of non-native inhabitants in 
the Western parts of Flanders cannot be denied. One probable explanation relates to the high numbers 
of live-in servants, such as farm servants, related to the life-cycle migration in the area.279 When 
focussing only on the Concordat area, the polders had the lowest percentage of native inhabitants, which 
only serves to enforce that statement. The polders functioned as migration hubs. 
 
 
Map 5: Native population per parish in the Concordat linked with soil types, 1796. 
 
This map again only portrays data for the Low Countries due to the selections of the STREAM project. 
It is based on the census of the year IV. Municipalities in dark blue have low levels of natives and high 
levels of non-natives. 
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The data of the census of 1796 show a pattern of migration to the polders during the Concordat, 
following the labour demand in the region. Coastal Flanders was a region with high levels of mobility 
which varied between social agrosystems and between parishes.  
 
Poor Relief 
In contrast to England, the Southern Netherlands did not have a national poor law, but it did have central 
guidelines and regional legislation on poor relief and settlement. The organisation of poor relief however 
differed between parishes. The parishes in Flanders (amost) all had a ‘table des pauvres’, or ‘armendis’, 
literally translated as ‘poor table’, that functioned as the main relief institution. The institutions had 
emerged in the Middle Ages and had been institutionalised and become the main institutions for outdoor 
relief following the publication of Juan Vives’ De subventione pauperum and a decree by Charles V in 
1531, which stated that the parish was the responsible entity for governing poor relief.280 It was not a 
linear development, rather a gradual process of institutionalisation of social policy with different 
outcomes. Poor tables generally were mixed worldly and religious institutions, presided by local elites, 
including priests, noblemen or, as was often the case in coastal Flanders, wealthy farmers.281 The 
revenues of these poor tables was based on several sources, ranging from private domains to charitable 
gifts, alms collected in church and even the introduction of poor taxes in the eighteenth century.282 
Several parishes allowed their paupers to go begging when the table incomes did not suffice for 
distribution.283 In contrast to the common tendency towards confinement of the poor in eighteenth-
century England and in France, workhouses were not common in eighteenth-century (coastal) Flanders. 
Instead, paupers were often boarded out at other community members, orphans were often fostered in 
other people’s houses.284 ‘Outdoor relief’ thus was the main form of relief. Poor tables distributed money 
to individuals, had common doctors and organised bread distributions for the poor of the parish. Poor 
relief as distributed by these tables coexisted with other, more informal forms of relief, such as gleaning 
and credit networks.  
 
Most countries in Western Europe witnessed growing pauperisation in the eighteenth century.285 
Inequality increased as well as population numbers. In Flanders relief dependency likewise rose.286 The 
expenses of relief institutions increased, while revenues lagged behind. Several changes in relief 
organisation in the late eighteenth century addrressed this increased pressure on the institutions. Parishes 
in Furnes introduced taxation as a means to augment the poor table’s income, especially those with 
relatively little real estate which allowed landowning parishes to gain revenues from land leases.287 
Introducing workfare was another measure to exert social control and relieve the pressure on the poor 
tables.288 Bruges and The Liberty of Bruges for example distributed weaving looms among the poor in 
the 1770s. Outsourcing textile production to relief recipients was supposed to generate extra revenues 
for the relief institutions and discipline the poor simultaneously.   
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  The 1770s moreover witnessed the transformation of parochial poor tables into urban ‘poor 
chambers’, or aumônes générales, in several cities in Flanders and Brabant and the introduction of a 
provincial correction house in Ghent.289 France installed dépôts de mendicité in all regions in the 1760s 
to confine beggars and vagrants.290 These reforms all made part of an attempt to render relief more 
‘efficient’. Winter and Lambrecht have however demonstrated that distribution regimes remained 
relatively continuous throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century, despite the reforms.291  
  Despite these general trends, the differences between regions were considerable. In some 
regions, like the Ardennes, relief dependency levels had always been negligible.292 This relates to the 
different types of welfare economies.293 There is considerable proof of these kinds of welfare economies 
corresponding to the different types of social agrosystems in the Southern Low Countries. Masure and 
Van Onacker have convincingly demonstrated the differences between Campine, Inland and Coastal 
Flanders in the sixteenth century,294 which has been confirmed by Van den Broeck, Lambrecht and 
Winter for the nineteenth century295 and added upon by Beeckaert and Vanhaute who added different 
(non-Flemish) regions to the analysis.296 In comparison to other regions, poor relief institutions in coastal 
Flanders had relatively high income but a relatively low level of recipients, leaving aside the differences 
between parishes on a local level.  This has been attributed to the relation of relief with rural capitalism 
and a proletarian class who has little access to other survival strategies, especially no access to land.297 
The relatively high levels of relief relate to the ‘logic of charity’: relief functioned as a means of 
disciplining the poor and ensuring a sufficient labour allocation. This has been confirmed by research 
into taxation as revenue for relief institutions. Winter and Lambrecht confirmed that parishes in 
eighteenth-century Flanders which introduced poor taxes were more selective towards recipients but 
were simultaneously more generous in these relief provisions.298   
  Local variations also existed among the more informal types of relief. Poor relief was for 
example higher and had more recipients in regions with less informal assistance like credit networks or 
gleaning, as was the case in Coastal Flanders.299 Whereas wages and relief provisions were relatively 
high in the coastal areas, other informal relief structures were mostly smaller. In France, on the other 
hand, the state was increasingly occupied with regulating the property rights of the poor to the land 
through gleaning. This gleaning, which allowed the local poor to pick up leftovers from the fields after 
harvest, formed an important share of relief, especially in the north and west of the country.300 Gleaning 
was generally restricted to the place of residence. Like relief, gleaning witnessed increasing regulation 
and rationalisation in the eighteenth century.301   
  The focus on agrarian capitalist interests is slightly nuanced when investigating the expenses of 
relief institutions other than those to recipients. Kristof Dombrecht for example demonstrated that 
anniversaria, memorial services for rural elites, formed a considerable share of the expenses in coastal 
Flanders. These anniversaria generally consisted of lithurgical services and bread provisions to the 
poor.302 The culture of remembrance demonstrates that the elites, asides from disciplining the poor and 
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promoting proletarianisation and capitalist labour relations, were also interested in preserving the status 
and reputation of their family names. The logic of charity in coastal Flanders was closely tied to the 












Chapter 1. Creating a Bottom-Up Agreement:  




When the Concordat was created, both the Low Countries and France did not have central settlement 
legislation. Instead, the Southern Netherlands reverted to the 1531 edict of Charles V, which stated that 
the parish was the responsible unit for the poor.303  The criteria for settlement were regulated in regional 
laws and local agreements. The castellany of Furnes for example concluded an agreement with its cross-
border neighbour Bergues St Winoc, and the magistrates of French Flanders issued a decree on 
settlement by birth in 1732.304 Most local and regional regulations in Flanders were a variation on the 
settlement of residence decree issued for Flanders in 1617.305 The Concordat endeavoured to overcome 
this local variation and unite several regions in one supposedly uniform and harmonious agreement, 
ensuring cross-border reciprocity between localities, irrespective of whether they were situated in 
French and Habsburg territory.  
  This chapter discusses the Concordat in a comparative perspective, analysing the motives of the 
involved local authorities for creating and/or adopting the agreement. Some research has been conducted 
on divergent local practices, but these studies mostly focused on the normative framework.306 The actual 
settlement practices themselves, and the attitudes of local authorities to migrants and their access to 
welfare, have so far received less attention, especially in France and the Low Countries. Historiography 
on England has witnessed more appreciation for these subjects, inter alia using pauper letters as sources, 
or analysing the agency of parish overseers, which also relates to the extensive survival of sources.307 
The innovation this chapter brings to the debate, then, is the focus on the negotiation processes between 
the parishes or governments involved. These sources allow us to gain further insight into the motives 
for creating or adopting the agreement between different cities, rural districts and rural parishes.  
 
Historiography 
Before turning to the in-depth research of the diverse motives for creating and adopting the Concordat, 
we will first discuss the state of the art in historiography. Earlier research on the Concordat has suggested 
that this agreement was inter alia created because of the needs of the labour market.308 The coastal area 
was dominated by agricultural capitalism. The land was increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few 
labour-hiring farmers. The Concordat allowed them to benefit from flexible labour mobility, without 
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sharing the burden of the welfare of the migrant labourers. It thus related to the commercial farming in 
the area and was explained largely with social agrosystems theory.309  
  Such economic motives for divergent settlement practices have also been observed in England 
and Wales. Especially in the agricultural capitalist regions of South-East England, systems as 
‘Speenhamland’ and ‘out-parish relief’ (also known as ‘non-resident relief’) were created to enhance a 
flexible and low-cost enlarged labour supply.310 Taylor and King for example interpreted out-parish 
relief as beneficial to both the residence and settlement parish, given differences in the labour market of 
both parishes.311 The practice of out-parish relief bypassed the costly and often considered unnecessary 
custom of removal, where parishes removed the unsettled poor to their place of settlement. In the Low 
Countries, that generally occurred when people who did not have settlement status in their residence 
parish (but elsewhere) became dependent on relief. In England, on the other hand, removal could also 
take place when a migrant was merely considered likely to become chargeable.312 Out-parish relief 
practices instead allowed the poor to dwell in their place of residence while receiving relief from their 
settlement parish – literally poor relief provided outside of the parish. This practice functioned as a form 
of subsidisation, stimulating labour mobility and allowing the poor to move out from labour scarce areas 
to reside in parishes with a higher labour demand. The presence of such an enlarged labour supply 
benefited local employers (often labor-hiring farmers) in the parish of residence. It also had considerable 
advantages for settlement parishes with a low labour demand. The poor would be fully dependent on 
poor relief if they had been ‘removed’, whereas out-parish relief would allow them to work on (short) 
labour contracts alternated with relief in slack seasons. It thus accommodated seasonal fluctuations in 
labour demand.313 Cost-benefit considerations and the stimulation of flexible and mobile labourers 
played a major role in the coming into existence of this local practice.     
           The existence of such divergent practices is generally explained in terms of social control, 
economic interests and subsequent socio-economic engineering of the population, such as meeting the 
needs of the labour market. This theory is also reflected in the literature on the twentieth century. 
Brubakers for example explained how the social rights of non-citizens (denizens) are extended in times 
of labour demand.314 Social benefits are used as a means to attract labourers to the community, or to 
keep those already resident. Cities and states change the access to social rights according to the needs 
of the labour market among other factors.315 In short, membership rights (such as access to welfare) can 
be extended to attract immigrant labour. Deneweth has also recognised this for medieval Bruges. The 
Bruges’ guilds needed skilled labourers and offered advantageous social rights to attract such 
immigrants.316  
  The English poor relief and settlement system has for long been considered to be unique in terms 
of its elaborateness.317 The focus on the English case can be well explained by the introduction of a 
national Poor Law in the sixteenth century, which was unforeseen in Continental relief systems. The 
alleged uniqueness of the English system has however received increasing criticism. Historians have 
started to explore the national, regional and local variations throughout Europe. Winter and Lambrecht 
have inter alia argued that similarly elaborative relief and settlement practices existed on the Continent, 
                                               
309 See also Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”. 
310 For the Speenhamland system, see footnote 127. 
311 Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”. 
312 Taylor, “The Impact of Pauper Settlement”, p. 47-54. 
313 Ibidem; Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”. 
314 Brubaker, “Membership without Citizenship”. 
315 Benhabib further explained the different types of membership available within a community, distinguishing between access 
to education, health services and professions between nationals, European citizens and other statuses. Benhabib, The Rights of 
Others. 
316 Deneweth, “Migratie, armenzorg en arbeidsmarktregulering”. 




despite the absence of central ‘national’ legislations.318 They used the Concordat of Ypres as one of the 
main examples of the similarity between English and Flemish relief practices. The above-mentioned 
economic explanation resonates in their analysis of the Concordat of Ypres. The creation of the 
Concordat appealed to the interests of the large-scale grain farmers who dominated the fertile coastal 
areas, especially the polder areas, of the larger Flemish economic region. Rural elites were interested in 
stimulating flexible labour mobility. The Concordat therefore intended to remove barriers to mobility. 
The new regulations also ensured that they did not have to carry the ‘burden’ of the poor relief of these 
immigrant labourers. As in England, cost-benefit considerations and economic motives of regulating 
labour mobility form a plausible explanation for the creation and adoption of the Concordat, especially 
since the coast of Flanders and the South-East region of England shared comparable ecological, 
agricultural and economic characteristics.319  
  This chapter takes a closer look at the motives of the diverse members to create or adopt this 
convention. So far, no systematic research on the process leading to the creation and spread of the 
Concordat has been conducted. Cost-benefit considerations for example do not fully explain why the 
agreement extended partially to Inland Flanders, which had a different landholding structure and a 
different labour market than the coastal area. The negotiations that led to the creation of the Concordat 
have also never been analysed: there are plenty of local archives that still need consideration. The 
historiography on Flanders has instead been more concerned with the central level. Bonenfant has, for 
example, analysed the politics of social policy in the eighteenth century.320  Lis, Soly and Van Damme 
have analysed the evolution of social policy throughout the early-modern and modern period, linking it 
to concepts of proletarianisation and social control.321 Van Damme has also published an article on 
nineteenth-century settlement law in Belgium.322 In addition, Winter analysed the links between 
settlement and migration regulation, focusing mostly on Brabant and nineteenth-century 
Antwerp.323  French historiography, on the other hand, has mostly been aimed at institutions, the 
Enlightenment and Great Confinement, as well as the makeshift economies of the poor.324 The actual 
settlement practices themselves, and the attitudes of communities to migrants and their access to welfare, 
have so far received less attention in France and Flanders. 
  This chapter, then, follows the line of reasoning set out by Winter and Lambrecht, maintaining 
that comparable elaborate practices existed on the Continent as in England and Wales.325 Its innovation 
lies mostly in the focus on the negotiation processes between the creators and the later joining members 
of the Concordat. This allows for an analysis of the different motives of the cities and rural districts 
involved, instead of considering the economic region as a whole. There were considerable differences 
within the region such as in economic structure. Differences also occurred on the parish scale, for 
example in migration balances. Whereas some rural parishes along the border contained an 80 per cent 
share of non-natives (people born in a different place), other numbers only amounted to about 20 per 
cent.326 
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Materials and Methods 
To better understand the daily reality and small-scale differences within the Concordat, this chapter 
contains a three-level analysis. It first scrutinizes the motivations for the creation of the Concordat as 
stated in the regulation itself. This analysis also includes a comparison of the legal text to other 
settlement regulations in use. On a second level, the chapter contrasts these arguments to the rhetoric 
used in correspondences between creators and central governments.  This analysis makes use of requests 
and letters from members of the Concordat, the Governor Generals in France and the Habsburg 
Netherlands, and the advising councils of the governors. The last step of the analysis is a comparison 
between the invitations for joining the Concordat and the related acceptances and refusals by local and 
regional authorities.  
           Analysing these negotiations on different levels provides a new methodological approach. The 
current research on local practices in England and Flanders has mostly been based on regulations on the 
one hand and their practical implementation on the other hand, using mainly normative sources and 
accounts. Scrutinising the negotiations prior to and in the process of the establishment of regulations 
allows for a deeper analysis of the discourses employed by the different governing institutions involved. 
It also allows for a critical comparison of the motives mentioned in more official rhetoric (legislative 
text, correspondences with central governments) to those of more informal discourses (invitations, 
admission letters). In analysing these different motives, this chapter focuses specifically on rural-urban 
relations and on discrepancies between various local and central interests.   
  Migration history has so far mainly analysed rural to urban migrations and overlooked the 
agency of rural governments in migration regulation.327 Coastal Flanders is an excellent laboratory to 
study the interdependent relations between city and countryside in efforts to regulate migration, 
especially as intra-rural mobility in the area exceeded rural  to urban migration.328 Furthermore, the 
analysis of bottom-up practice in an age of on-going centralisation allows for a better understanding of 
the different interests of local actors and the central state in the regulation of relief and settlement 
matters. 
 
This chapter starts with a discussion of the Concordat regulations in comparative context (paragraph 
1.2), followed by an analysis of the negotiations between the initiators and actors of the central state 
(paragraph 1.3). This is continued with a chronological analysis of the negotiations between cities and 
rural districts over the extension of the Concordat (paragraph 1.4) and a discussion of the differences in 
motives of the rural and urban authorities involved (paragraph 1.5). 
1.2. A New Set of Rules 
On the 6th of June 1750, the magistrates of the rural districts of Ypres, Furnes and Flandres Maritimes, 
as well as of the cities Ypres, Furnes, Poperinge, Warneton and Wervik, met in Ypres to sign a 
convention regarding the poor. They had already convened to do so in May, but not all members had 
been present. After signing the document, the magistrates had it printed several times - it was to be 
widely distributed. The rural districts ordered all parish overseers to display it in a public place to ensure 
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visibility. The convention would remain valid throughout the eighteenth century and also spread to other 
parts of Flanders. 
The Concordat document opens with the statement that daily difficulties concerning the 
sustenance of the poor had acted as a catalyst for the magistrates of West Flanders and Maritime Flanders 
to start their collaboration.329 Conflicts over which parish was responsible for paying the relief of a poor 
person, or whether removal was necessary, had only increased. The French-Flemish border regions, 
therefore, created the Concordat in June 1750 ‘to avoid any further dissent’.330 The agreement proposed 
unrestricted mobility and ordered people to turn to their birthplaces in case of destitution.331 Containing 
eight articles, the regulation included exceptions on settlement by birth and instructions on 
administration. These are discussed in a comparative framework in the paragraphs below. 
 
Settlement Criteria 
The Concordat’s settlement by birth was a radical break from contemporary central legislation and local 
customs in the Southern Netherlands. Following the 1531 decree, which had stated that the parish was 
responsible for the poor, a decree issued in 1617 had added that settlement was primarily located in the 
birthplace.332 A new settlement could be gained after residing in a different parish for at least three 
years.333 The 1750 convention strayed from these regulations. For one, the Concordat was solely based 
on settlement by birth, whereas settlement by residence (i.e. settlement rights transferred after three 
years’ residence) had been the norm in the early modern Southern Netherlands. In the Concordat, each 
person should return to his birthplace upon becoming poor, to be maintained there.334 The birthplace 
was thus the sole place of settlement.  
  The Concordat did include other exceptional ‘heads of settlement’ (criteria for obtaining 
settlement status), which were explicitly addressed to prevent diverse interpretations and ensure 
uniformity. These different heads of settlement were directed only at children and women: there 
officially was no exception to the birthplace criterion for adult men. Married women and children, on 
the other hand, followed the settlement status of their husbands and fathers: a woman received the status 
of her husband after marriage, and children followed their father’s settlement. When a child reached 
adulthood, his or her personal birthplace would become the settlement parish.335 In the quest for 
comprehensiveness, the regulation also explained how to deal with specific cases such as widows and 
illegitimate children. The father was the central figure in these conditions, as head of the household. A 
widow continued following the status of her (last) deceased husband. So would her minor-aged children, 
even if the mother’s last husband was not their father.336 It could thus theoretically occur that a parish 
had to maintain a widow and her children, all born elsewhere of different fathers, barely having any 
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sense of shared membership with the parish community. The death of a husband could have severe 
consequences for a family, as was the case for Pieter van Acker’s family: 
 
 
Some families were even split up. Orphans were for example sent back to their respective birthplaces, 
even if it concerned siblings born in different places.339 Children thus followed the settlement of their 
parents only as long as one of them was still alive. While the father was mainly the central figure for 
determining the settlement of family members, single women were on their own. Unmarried mothers 
could not claim the settlement of the fathers of their children. Children born out of wedlock instead 
followed their mother's’ settlement.340 And, lastly, casual birth, i.e. a woman giving birth to a child 
outside her parish of residence, was not considered as a head of settlement.341 With all these explicit 
specifications, the Concordat was supposed to present a clear, uniform framework which left little room 
for different interpretations. These specifications on children and widows made that the Concordat 
included more criteria for settlement than the settlement law of 1617 and the legislation for Northern 
France dating from 1732.342 It comprised less heads of settlement however than earlier local agreements, 
which had often been concluded between two rural districts, or even between a group of rural parishes. 
 All in all, the Concordat was a form of ius solis. Birth gave someone a set of social rights. 
Although children followed the status of their parents (ius sanguinis) as long as they had not reached 
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The life story of the widow of Pieter van Acker  
 
When Pieter van Acker died in 1763, he left behind his wife, pregnant and ill, and their three children. 
They had been living in Oostduinkerke, a parish on the coast of Flanders. Van Acker had been a labourer 
and had provided for his family, but his death rendered them destitute. His wife was not capable of 
providing for the family alone. She was forced to make her children go out begging for bread, something 
the authorities turned a blind eye to, presumably related to the general compassion for destitute widows: 
their poverty was often considered beyond their fault, a direct result of their husbands’ passing, thus 
making them deserving poor.337  Some relief was provided by the Oostduinkerke poor table. The overseer 
stated he could not let the family perish. The Oostduinkerke parish board wanted the parish of 
Dranouter in France to reimburse these costs. Van Acker had after all been born there, and Dranouter, 
part of the district of Belle Ambacht, was part of the Concordat. Dranouter however never replied to 
Oostduinkerke’s multiple requests. Eventually, the castellany board of Furnes, the castellany that 
Oostduinkerke belonged to, demanded Belle ‘to give the necessary orders to the mentioned rulers [of 
Dranouter parish, MS] that they remove this widow with her family to them and to the poor table master 
of Oostduinkerke by reimbursement of his advances’.338 This woman and her children thus were 
supposed to move countries to turn to the birth parish of the lately deceased head of the family. 
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majority age, they retrieved their settlement in their own right in their birthplaces upon turning adult 
(except if they had been born out of wedlock, or if it was a ‘casual’ birth). This differs to a great extent 
from the ‘settlement by residence’ and ‘settlement by merit’ common in the eighteenth century, both in 
England and Wales and on the Continent.343   
  The differences in access to settlement could have far-reaching implications. The labouring poor 
in England could, for example, achieve a new settlement after fulfilling an apprenticeship or one year’s 
service for a master.344 Examples are abundant of individuals who only served for  51 weeks each year 
before moving somewhere else, or who took up holidays during the year which did not count as service, 
which all prevented them from gaining a settlement.345 This prevention could be in the interest of their 
employers, who did not want their labourers to obtain a settlement because that could potentially 
increase the poor rates (i.e. the taxes levied for poor relief distributions) of the parish. Pauper agency, 
however, should also not be underestimated. An individual, for example, could have interests in 
preserving his (or her) settlement in one place because relief distribution was more generous, or because 
of kinship ties. One could after all always count on being ‘removed’ to the settlement parish when in 
need, which guaranteed a free passage home.346 The Concordat’s unambiguous instalment of settlement 
by birth could then be interpreted as common insurance. It ensured that migrants would not form a threat 
to local resources, as migrants could not gain a settlement. It should also prevent fraud like in the case 
of shortened apprenticeships.347 Birth registries were relatively reliable and less easily meddled with 
than for example testimonies on the duration of apprenticeships.  
  Although settlement by birth was rather exceptional in the eighteenth-century Low Countries, it 
was the basic and original principle of settlement status as it had been for example in England before 
the seventeenth-century Settlement Law.348 Moreover, the exceptions regarding women and children 
comprised in the Concordat were also relatively universal in Flanders. Women followed the status of 
their husbands, and children followed the status of their parents. That was universal. The Concordat had 
certain implications for gender relations. Single women were not able to obtain a settlement ‘in their 
own right’ like they could in English settlement law after a full year of service and were thus always 
prone to removal if they lived somewhere other than their birthplace.349 They could only acquire a new 
settlement through marriage. Then again, the settlement status of adult men was never changeable under 
the Concordat.  The Concordat instead allowed women as well as men to move around in search for 
work more easily, for example to be employed as labourers or domestic servants. One can imagine how 
this was of interest to cities and rural areas, where ‘alien’ labourers could now work and move without 
becoming a possible burden on the community.350  
 
 
Mobility and Identity Documents 
According to the rules of the Concordat, every native from the region could now dwell in ‘any city, 
bourg or parish that best suited his interests’ within the area covered by the agreement.351 Migrants no 
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longer needed to present warranty letters when arriving in a new place.352 Warranty letters were typically 
issued by the place of settlement and thus proved that an immigrant had a place of settlement that would 
provide for him or her in case of destitution. These did not have a standard form. It often concerned 
handwritten letters, where a local priest or other official of the parish declared that this individual had a 
settlement and that the settlement parish would take care of this person when in need. There had been 
several issues with individuals who became poor and turned out not to have a warranty letter. One can 
imagine that parishes were hesitant to distribute them to their poor. 353 As a legal proof of settlement, it 
ensured the dependency of future generations on the settlement parish.  
  Warranty letters were in that sense comparable to the English and Welsh ‘settlement 
certificates’. People with a settlement certificate under the Old Poor Law could, however, not gain a 
new settlement. Communities were thus less hesitant in accepting them as they could not become a 
burden on the local community. Although warranty letters in the Southern Netherlands did not function 
similarly, they did imply a long-term commitment by the settlement parish to maintain an individual and 
his (future) offspring, at least for the warranty letters in use in eighteenth-century Brabant which Anne 
Winter has analysed.354    
  The Concordat replaced these warranty letters with moral certificates. Each person should, 
according to the Concordat, present a certificate with their name, birthplace and statement of their moral 
behaviour. The certificates of moral behaviour demonstrated that the migrant had employment or a 
profession with which he could maintain his family, and that he was of the ‘good, apostolic, Catholic 
religion’ and of good behaviour, i.e. not a criminal or a vagrant.355 The moral certificates were less 
complex than warranty letters, as the birthplace in contrast to settlement was unchangeable. These 
certificates moreover had no implications for settlement parishes and were generally issued by the 
overseer of someone’s last parish of residence. In contrast to warranty letters, moral certificates in the 
Concordat had no financial repercussions and did not grant any rights except from the settlement status 
which was already apparent from someone’s birthplace. There was thus no ‘price tag’ involved in 
handing out moral certificates during the Concordat, as these certificates did not deliver an 
intergenerational commitment of a settlement parish and thus had no added value with regard to 
settlement status. The Concordat thus advocated unrestricted mobility within the region and lifted the 
bureaucratic barriers of warranty letters.  
  Not many of these moral certificates have, however, survived in the archives. How and to what 
extent they were used, their materiality and their implications for mobility will be discussed in greater 
detail in chapter four of this thesis, which zooms in on changing migration experiences. Although such 
moral certificates had not been common in previous local regulations, the Concordat was not the first to 
change the practice of demanding warranties to newcomers. Another regulation had previously existed 
that similarly stimulated free mobility and abolished warranty letters and cautions: the Northern French 
decrees of 1732 and 1739. These had greatly influenced the Concordat.356 
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Bureaucracy and Governance 
The new agreement did not only affect the settlement status and migration opportunities of the local 
population. It also made institutional bureaucratic changes. Its multilateral character was especially 
striking. The Concordat formed a sort of union of parishes, cities and rural districts from different 
political units. They collaborated, followed the same regulations, and communicated all changes 
internally. For one, conflicts would no longer be settled in court - which was considered a costly affair 
- and instead, the poor relief institutions of the settlement and residence parishes had to arrange conflicts 
amongst themselves.357 If they did not reach a solution, they could ask the parish or city councils to 
intervene. The governors of the rural districts formed the highest level of ‘judges’ deciding which parish 
had to pay or reimburse the costs made and whether removal or out-parish relief was necessary.  
  Prior to the Concordat, the costs of litigation on settlement could rise considerably. Litigation 
was rather costly, as has been demonstrated by recent research of Ans Vervaeke into the access to 
judicial courts in the Liberty of Bruges.358 The costs involved in starting a court case, both in the courts 
of the Kamer and the Vierschaar, differed significantly from the total costs. Whereas the start-up 
payment remained stable throughout the eighteenth century, the additional costs varied considerably and 
often escalated. Starting costs came down to about two days’ worth of wage work for an average 
labourer, but the eventual total costs rose to about one or two weeks of wages.359 Additional costs related 
to the prices of paper and seals, which increased evermore, as well as the wages for lawyers, the costs 
of summoning and transfers between the courts. As settlement cases were often highly conflicted and 
could last for years, the case costs rose easily. A court case from 1795 from Vervaeke’s database 
demonstrates this course of events. It took place when the Liberty of Bruges had already left the 
Concordat, when conflicts thus again resulted in litigation in court. This case concerned a widow of 
about sixty years old, who had no family relations to depend on. The Liberty of Bruges offered widows 
to pay the litigation costs. The concerned widow, Isabelle Hinderycks, requested the court to hold a 
parish accountable for her relief. She eventually won the case, and the litigation costs including relief 
expenses had to be reimbursed by her settlement parish. Considering this came down to about one-two 
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In addition to the changes from litigation to arbitration, the Concordat also included changes regarding 
the levels of governance and internal communication. There was no central institution governing the 
Concordat. Instead, each question and each proposal had to be communicated to all members.363 In 
practice, however, the boards of rural districts (‘kasselrijbesturen’) played a pivotal important role in 
communication. Especially the boards of the kasselrijen Ypres and Furnes, for example, commissioned 
the printing of official copies of the agreement, as well as standard invitation letters to invite other 
parishes and regions to join the agreement.364 They also intervened on behalf of rural parishes in 
longstanding conflicts. Multilateralism was a crucial aspect of the Concordat. Aiming to spread in scope, 
the Concordat also included an eighth article stipulating that all members were free to invite other 
parishes to join. It was obligatory to inform the other members when the Concordat was eventually 
adopted by potential new members.  
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The life story of Isabelle Hinderycks361 
 
Isabelle was born in Sint-Pieters-Kappelle, a Liberty of Bruges parish near the coast, and had married 
Ciriacus Maddelin who was born in nearby Mannekensvere. Ciriacus had passed away thirty years 
before the court case. Their daughter had become the caretaker of the widowed Isabelle. By the time 
Isabelle had turned sixty, her daughter died as well, leaving Isabelle alone and in need of help. She 
applied to her place of residence, Klerken for relief, but the parish refused. She also demanded 
Mannekensvere for assistance, as this was the settlement of her late husband. She was however sent 
away, as the court proceedings state: ‘die haer gedeurig van d’eene naer d’andere versenden, in den 
tijdt dat de verthoonderighe (…) in de uytterste armoede sijnde, haer selven niet helpen en kan ende 
haer van de eerste nootsaeckelijkheden berooft bevind’.362  
  With support of the district, who funded the starting costs of court cases for widows, Isabelle 
turned to the chambers of the Liberty of Bruges and requested a decision on which parish should pay. 
Klerken denied responsibility. Isabelle and her family had earlier been sustained by Mannekensvere 
and should continue doing so, according to Klerken. The local miller of Klerken testified to have 
provided bread to the family between 1769 and 1773 as ordered and paid for by the overseers of 
Mannekensvere parish (i.e. out-parish relief). In addition, a woman testified that she had provided 
housing to Isabelle after her husband died, between the years of 1766 and 1775, also on behalf of the 
Mannekensvere poor table. The court ordered that despite a 1784 convention, this case fell under the 
the 1750 and 1757 central decrees, in which women follow the settlement of their (late) husbands. Even 
though she had resided in Klerken, this was only after her husband had died. She had neither contributed 
to the ‘publieke lasten’, i.e. taxes, in Klerken and had thus not acquired settlement there. Mannekensvere 
was to provide for her relief and was held accountable for the litigation costs. 
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The organisation of the Concordat was not hierarchical and did not have a central supervisory authority. 
Instead, all changes had to be communicated to all members. This new way of communicating, as well 
as the arbitration of conflicts instead of litigation, has important implications for the availability of 
sources to the present-day historians.  For one, many member parishes kept documentation on the 
Concordat in their archives as some sort of jurisprudence. The sources can thus be found spread over 
many different archives, written by many different actors. Moreover, conflicts over individuals’ 
settlement and removal were for example solved through arbitration. This has left behind a multitude of 
sources that shed light on the daily practices of the Concordat.365 
 
Compared to other central and local mobile poor regulations in Flanders, then, the Concordat was based 
on different principles and functioned without a central judging or communicating entity. It was a 
bottom-up joint collaborative effort to solve regional and local problems.   
  Comparing the Concordat regulations to other local agreements and to central decrees 
concerning settlement reveals several striking differences. First of all, the agreement was larger in 
geographical scope than its local predecessors, such as a 1741 Ypres agreement including diverging 
regulations for migrants from respectively Ypres, Flanders in the Southern Netherlands and Maritime 
Flanders; or an agreement between the castellany of Bergues St Winoc  (France) and the adjacent Furnes 
district.366 Both these regulations banned warranty letters, like the Concordat, because they complicated 
migration  regulation. These regulations were however less concise than the Concordat: they contained 
for example many extra criteria, such as tax payment, distinguished between migrants of different 
origins and contained more exception criteria for women and children than the Concordat. These sources 
demonstrate that the Concordat was the result of a longer during process of harmonisation. The 
magistrates of the different rural districts collaborated closely in the running up to the Concordat.  In a 
letter from the castellany board of Bergues St Winoc to the castellany of Furnes in May 1750, the 
Bergues board urged: 
 
‘the necessity of establishing fixed regulations on the maintenance of the poor by means of a 
concordance between the administrations of West Flanders and Maritime Flanders. No one is more 
convinced than me, Gentlemen, of this necessity, and that the good order and the neighbourliness, added 
that multiple paupers suffer from the state of uncertainty where we are in this regard, require absolutely 
that a common regulation will be provided without delay. I will make sure to prevent any delay from 
the side of Maritime Flanders and we just wrote to the Gentlemen of the Court of Cassel who arrange 
this affair with the Gentlemen of the Head Magistrates of the Salle and Castellany of Ypres, to insist to 
them to urge the conclusion as much as possible.’.367 
 
The Concordat thus had a longer preparation process and comprised several relatively comparable 
precursors. In contrast to the earlier regulations, however, the Concordat had more members, lasted 
longer and comprised cities and rural districts from both the Austrian Netherlands and France, thus 
crossing state borders. The legislative text, however, was less elaborate than previous local 
arrangements. Whereas the Concordat comprised only about eight clauses, previous agreements could 
contain up to twenty pages. But precisely this conciseness was one of the Concordat’s objectives: to 
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create a simple, clear and uniform regulation, large in scope so as to spread this reciprocity as widely as 
possible.368            
1. 3  Local Interests in an Age of Centralisation  
 
Although the Concordat regulations were more concise than those of its local precursors, the Concordat 
was rather elaborate compared to the central legislation of the Southern Netherlands. At the time the 
Concordat was signed, the central legislation in force in Flanders, dating back to a 1617 decree, only 
stated that settlement was located in the birthplace and could change after three years of residence.369 It 
also generally included the practice of obliging migrants to carry warranty letters. The legislation was 
thus rather vague and gave rise to conflicts and varying interpretations – a problem that the Concordat 
wanted to avoid. Although Concordat members deviated from the central legislation, they were still 
affected by its consequences. The Concordat, after all, was only valid for people born within the member 
region.370 Migrants from outside the region, for example from Ghent, still adhered to central settlement 
legislation to Flanders. This meant that they could obtain settlement after three years’ residence (and tax 
payment) in for example Bruges. Likewise, natives from West-Flanders were supposed to present 
warranty letters when they moved to, say, Antwerp, and were also eligible for obtaining settlement status 
there.       
           While the Concordat clearly deviated from central legislation in the Austrian Netherlands, it 
was undeniably influenced by French legislation. Especially the birthplace clause and the abolition of 
warranty letters were similar to the 1732 and 1739 legislation of Northern France.371 Early modern 
France did not have a central settlement law, but regional legislation did exist. Those of the magistrates 
of Northern France had, like the Concordat, been based on the birthplace and had obviated warranty 
letters. It was less detailed than the Concordat, though, and did not specify settlement criteria for 
widows, orphans and other ‘exceptional’ cases. The striking resemblance is explained by the fact that 
the creators of the Concordat had all resorted under this Northern French jurisdiction during the Austrian 
Wars of Succession of the 1740s. Like the magistrates of Maritime Flanders, the castellanies of Ypres 
and Furnes had also adopted the 1732 and 1739 regulations under French occupation between 1744 and 
1748.372 Jean Moreau de Séchelles, the intendant of French Flanders, had urged them to implement 
French legislation in 1745. This order had been induced by a disagreement over the settlement status of 
Benoit de Waele, a Dunkirk resident born in Alveringem (district of Furnes). 
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As they officially adopted the northern French settlement legislation in 1745, the districts of Furnes and 
Ypres thus had previous experience with the settlement by birthplace legislations, and so did Maritime 
Flanders. After the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle was signed in 1748, ending the Austrian War of 
Succession and ceasing the temporary French occupation of West Flanders, the districts of Ypres and 
Furnes resorted under Austrian rule again. Intendant De Séchelles, governor of Flandres Maritimes, 
nevertheless continued to tend to this region. He played a central role in the creation of the Concordat. 
The magistrates of Maritime Flanders, under his leadership, agreed in early 1750 to conclude an 
agreement with the magistrates of West Flanders, the later signed Concordat. De Séchelles and the rural 
districts in North France wanted to continue the uniformity and reciprocity in settlement legislation with 
Western Flanders.376 Ypres and Furnes also stressed the need for cross-border uniformity and 
reciprocity.377 Similar interests in cross-border collaboration had previously been present in the region, 
as demonstrated by earlier agreements between inter alia Furnes and Bergues St Winoc.378 The central 
government of France accepted De Séchelles’ request for collaboration with Flanders in the shape of the 
Concordat in 1750 without further ado. 
 
The convention should thus be interpreted in the framework of De Séchelles’ attempts at rationalisation. 
De Séchelles was known as an enlightened reformer, who wanted to render poor relief organisation 
more efficient.379 The intendant aimed to attack ‘pauperism’ on multiple fronts. He also introduced a 
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The life story of Benoite de Waele  
  
De Waele was a surgeon from Alveringem, Flanders, who had fallen ill whilst residing and working in 
the port of Dunkerque, France. Dunkerque had been a major port and especially an important military 
base in the early seventeenth century. These activities waned after the 1713 peace negotiations at the 
end of the Spanish War of Succession. The urban economy was in decline since and mostly consisted of 
fishing, as well as some slave trade and smuggling activities.373  De Waele had mostly been employed 
as a surgeon in the port of Dunkerque and on ships sailing from that port until falling ill in 1745. The 
Dunkerque board demanded his birthplace Alveringem, in the castellany of Furnes, to pay for his 
medical relief following the settlement by birth regulations valid in Maritime Flanders. Governor De 
Séchelles, the French intendant of occupied Flanders, supported this claim, urging Furnes to adopt the 
1732-1739 legislations.374  Furnes was hesitant to adopt the birthplace criterion because it implied they 
had to pay for De Waele’s relief. Alveringem would then be responsible for the welfare of De Waele. 
Furnes therefore demanded an exception for the longstanding conflict of De Waele. De Séchelles 
however insisted the district should follow his orders – stating he had better things to do than discussing 
such trivial matters with his dependent districts.375    
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decree prohibiting begging in 1750-1751, which was also adopted in West Flanders.380 The West 
Flemish regions feared that the French ban on begging would increase the flow of foreign beggars over 
borders. Another motive for West Flanders to also introduce the ban was to enhance labour discipline. 
The castellanies of Ypres and Furnes, as well as Warneton, Poperinge and Wervik, sent a request to the 
Privy Council in 1751.381 This request petitioned for a ban on begging, which should be complimented 
with rendering parishes responsible for maintaining their own poor from the available relief resources 
and a resorting to taxation to meet the increased relief expenses. Bread taxes were introduced to replace 
the more informal customs of alms giving and begging for bread.  The possible increase of relief 
expenses was a calculated cost, of which all parishes were aware, of this transformation. As Lambrecht 
and Winter stated, ‘the increased responsibility of local commuities for their poor – if need be, via 
taxation – is explicitly understood as the necessary price for the prohibition of begging’.382 The 
Concordat thus formed part of De Séchelles’, and by extension, the magistrates of West Flanders’, wider 
efforts to reform social policy, address the poverty problem and engineer the makeshift economies of 
the poor.   
  This increasing rationalisation of poor relief was not new to the eighteenth century. Historians 
generally agree that it dates back to the sixteenth century, when relief became increasingly 
institutionalised and deservingness started to play a larger role in the renewed ideas on social policy.383 
De Séchelles and the magistrates of West-Flanders decided to prohibit begging in 1751. In doing so, 
they reduced the economies of makeshifts of the poor and increased the criminalisation of survival 
strategies formerly considered legitimate. Combined, these legislative measures formed part of more 
general reforms regarding socio-economic engineering of the population, demarcating more clearly the 
lines between the deserving-undeserving and the belonging-not belonging poor, and conceptions of how 
to render the poor relief system more efficient.384 
 
In contrast to De Séchelles’ active involvement, the governor of the Austrian Netherlands had not 
participated in the creation process of the Concordat. He was only notified about the convention post-
factum, several months after it had been created.385 In the meantime, and independently from what was 
going on in West-Flanders, the Habsburg Netherlands had issued a new central decree for the whole 
County of Flanders concerning poor relief in October 1750.386 This decree added a clause of tax payment 
to the existing seventeenth-century regulation of three years’ residence. Migrants would thus have to 
contribute to a local community in terms of paying taxes during their residence in order to qualify for 
settlement after three years’ residence, turning the settlement by residence into a settlement by merit.387 
The poor were after all exempted from paying local taxes as well as from the custom of paying droit de 
moulage, i.e. milling rights. This tax was collected on the parish level for milling grain by a local grain 
miller. The exemption from taxes presupposes that the poor would thus not be able to gain a 
settlement.388 Only those who worked or made a living for themselves and their families in some other 
                                               
de Succession d’Autriche”, in Bernard Barbiche and Yves-Marie Bercé (eds.), Etudes sur l’ancienne France. Offertes en 
hommage à Michel Antoine (Paris, 2003) 47-60.  
380 For a discussion on this ban on begging as part of the transformation of social policy in West Flanders, see Lambrecht and 
Winter, “An Old Poor Law”, p. 10-11. 
381 Idem, p. 10. 
382 Lambrecht and Winter, “An Old Poor Law”, p. 10. 
383 Soly, “Economische ontwikkeling en sociale politiek". 
384 Lambrecht and Winter, “An Old Poor Law”. 
385 ARA, CP, 1283, Letter from Furnes to the Empress, 2 December 1750; Ibidem, Letter from governor Charles de Lorraine 
to Privy Council, 6 December 1750. 
386 Gachard, Recueil des ordonnances, 3, vi, p. 577: Décret de Marie-Thérèse touchant l’entretien des pauvres dans la province 
de Flandre, 24 October 1750. 
387 Cf. Taylor, “The Impact of Pauper Settlement”. 




way, would be able to meet this condition of contributing to local taxes. The new legislation also codified 
the custom of demanding warranty letters to new immigrants in towns or villages. It moreover demanded 
migrants to pay cautions before settling down in a new town or village.389 These were in practice 
generally replaced by warranty letters. The decree mostly codified existing practices. 
 This central decree was thus based on radically different foundations than the Concordat. It had 
been prompted by a request from the Liberty of Bruges, dating from 1747.390 The district board had 
demanded the Privy Council to take a stand on settlement and issue legislation for Flanders. Conflicts 
regarding settlement had continued to increase and litigation was costly, the Liberty of Bruges argued. 
Their complaints were rather similar to those of the Concordat creators. The Privy Council asked the 
conseilleurs fiscaux of the Council of Flanders (Raad van Vlaanderen) for advice on the request.391 This 
advice reveals the motivations behind the new decree of settlement by merit. The recommendation 
discussed the conceptions of settlement in local customs and in Roman law and was composed in both 
French and Latin.392 It mostly referred to the concept of civitas instead of settlement. Civitas refers to 
the Roman concept of community membership, which alludes (according to the document) to the effects 
of residency on a city, the duties and obligations of the subject towards the city and the reciprocal 
obligations of the city towards its subject, according to the council.393 In brief, the recommendation 
argued that two types of civitas exist: one is based on  the place of birth, the other on the place of 
residence where an individual has his hearth and his affairs and has made his own fortune (larem 
rerumque fortunatum suarom summone). Although according to the conseilleurs fiscaux of the Council 
of Flanders, Roman Law stated that one could always withdraw to the place of birth, the Council argued 
that this was not the only place of belonging. An individual could not be judged in court in his birthplace 
if he did not reside there, neither was he allowed to fulfil public functions or obliged to contribute to 
‘public burdens’, i.e. taxes. One who had left his homeland and arranged his residency elsewhere was 
banned from fulfilling the functions of alderman and churchwarden in his place of birth, nor was he 
supposed to carry public charges, the document stated. The place of residence was the only place where 
an individual held duties and obligations: 
 
‘c’est la seul ou il doit faire les fonctions publiques et porter les charges domiciliaires telles que sont 
les tailles et assiettes et c’est la lieu ou il est obligé de contribuer à l’entretien des personnes miserables, 
apres l’vauction (?) des derniers dela table des pauvres, entant que ledit entretien est une charge de la 
communauté que les revenus de la table ne sufissent pas, 
De façon que celui qui depuis un certain temps a eu un residence fixe au quelque lieu et illec contribué 
aux charges susnommés; ne peut etre dit secundum undres hodiernos habere alium civitatem quam 
lorium domini 
Par conséquent, c’est le lieu de son domicile non celui de sa naissance qui doit les alimens en cas de 
besoin car si par le changement de domicile il se soustrait son dépendence et des charges du lieu de son 
origine et se subjuge sur les charges à celles de son domicile et qui les porte effectivement pendant 
quelques années, il ensuit que le lieu de son domicile jure reciproci les doit subministrer les alimens 
quans les familles les manquent’.394 
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The council thus stated that a fixed residence and contribution to public charges granted someone 
settlement status in his place of residence. Contributing to the maintenance of poor persons in his host 
society granted someone by reciprocal law the ‘right’ (or, rather, an obligation of the parish towards this 
individual) to be nourished in case his family was in need. The Privy Council followed the advice and 
issued a decree on October 24, 1750, which allowed for granting settlement after three years of fixed 
residence and contributions.395 Compared to the different models of settlement as distinguished by 
Taylor, who distinguished settlement by birth, by residence and by merit, this decree resembles closely 
settlement by merit. Not only did it require paying taxes before being allowed to benefit from local 
means, it also distinguished between being an inhabitant (incola) and a contributing member of society 
(civitas). 
 
As these mobility and settlement regulations and principles were radically different from the Concordat, 
the magistrates of West-Flanders prompted a meeting upon the issue of this new decree. Settlement by 
merit and the restriction of mobility by obliging warranty letters and caution payments did not comply 
with the objectives of the Concordat. The members therefore decided to request an exception to the 
central decree on November 27, 1750.396        
           Before Charles de Lorraine, the governor of the Habsburg Netherlands, had a chance to read 
this request, however, he discovered the existence of the Concordat through the interference of De 
Séchelles. Séchelles had invited the neighbouring rural district of Tournai and Tournaisis, subject to the 
Austrian Netherlands, to enter the Concordat. They were already ‘surrounded by its jurisdiction’. He 
stated that it would be dangerous to ‘assist or in turn refuse to assist the poor according to the one and 
then the other regulation’.397 De Lorraine, having received the request of Tournai and Tournaisis to adopt 
the agreement, asked the districts of Ypres and Furnes to explain the recent events.398 He expressed his 
dissatisfaction with the magistrates of West Flanders for having created the Concordat without central 
approval.399 Their non-compliance to the new October 1750 decree was problematic to central interests. 
This new decree had after all been created, among other things, because of a request of the nearby the 
Liberty of Bruges to reconsider settlement legislation. Charles de Lorraine and his Privy Council had 
asked the Council of Flanders for advice on the matter and had considered different options, of 
settlement by birth, by residence and by merit. The Council of Flanders eventually advised against 
settlement by birth because 
 
 ‘il y a une espèce d’inhumanité de chasser un habitant, tombé dans la pauvreté et misere, assés souvent 
sans sa faute et dans ses vieux iours, pour le renvoier avec sa famille à l’endroit de sa naissance, apres 
qu’il a paié longues années les charges publiques et qu’il a contribué dans les domiciliaires.’.400 
 
Notions of morality had inspired deciding against the birthplace criterion, but morality was not the only 
reason. Paying public charges, thus contributing to a community before demanding help, was a 
                                               
395 Gachard, Receuil des ordonnances, p. 577: Decree of 24 October 1750. 
396 ARA, CP, 1283A, Resolutie van West en Zeekantig Vlaanderen, 27 November 1750. 
397 ARA, CP, 1283, Letter from De Séchelles to Tournai & Tournaisis, 14 November 1750; SAV, OA, 1117, Letter from De 
Séchelles to Ypres, 3 July 1750. 
398As cited in a reply to the Privy Council’s 23 November 1750 letter: ARA, CP, 1283, Letter from city and castellany of Ypres 
to the Empress, 5-12-1750; Ibidem, Letter from city and castellany of Furnes to the Empress, 2-12-1750. 
399 Ibidem. 
400‘(…) there is a sense of inhumanity to chase an inhabitant, who has fallen in poverty and misery, often beyond his fault and 
in his old days, to return him with his family to the place of his birth, after he has paid the public charges for [many] long years 
and has contributed in the domiciliaries [i.e. residents taxes].’ [translation by the author], ARA, CP, 1283A, 2.2, Consult of 




prerequisite in the new 1750 central settlement legislations.401 Taylor described how the English 
Settlement Law similarly changed from settlement by residence to settlement by merit in the eighteenth 
century.402 It should be preventing the poor from moving to places with the best welfare conditions. 
Instead, the poor should ‘stay put’.403 Although such arguments were not mentioned in the decree nor 
the reports, there is proof of settlement parishes paying local taxes of settled emigrants elsewhere, which 
might point towards them helping these emigrants obtain a new settlement. This is discussed in more 
detail in chapter five, which deals with the practices of non-resident (or, out-parish) relief. 
           In their responses to Charles de Lorraine’s request for explanation, the district boards of the 
castellany of Ypres and Furnes both stated that they had not involved Charles de Lorraine earlier on 
because the Concordat was still in its creation process.404 It was continuously expanding and the 
members wanted to invite other districts to join the agreement. In their plea in favour of the Concordat, 
they argued that the creation of a uniform legislation had been necessary because of the abundance of 
local conflicts and varying interpretations. They moreover referred to the effectiveness of the settlement 
by birth adopted during French occupation, and the problems they had encountered when returning to 
the seventeenth-century settlement by residence decree of the Austrian Netherlands.405 These problems 
related to the diverging interpretations within Flanders as well as the cross-border migrations with 
France. Despite his initial resentment, Charles de Lorraine eventually allowed the Concordat as a local 
exception to central legislation in December 1750.406 The stated reason for this permission mostly related 
to the need for reciprocity because of the conflicts and cross-border tensions.407  
           The Concordat’s existence was thus deemed entirely legitimate because of the need to prevent 
further conflicts. Economic reasons such as the labour market needs and the facilitation of migration 
were not mentioned in these formal negotiations. The central interests in settlement law differed from 
these local motives. De Séchelles for example mostly emphasised the relevance of a transnational 
Concordat’s role for his effort to ban pauperism. A transnational agreement was a necessity to achieve 
that, presumably because of the (cross-border) mobility of the labouring poor. Although the French 
central state had not mingled in the Concordat, as there was no central legislation to deviate from, the 
agency of the central figure De Séchelles shows that the Concordat was not simply a bottom-up story. 
It rather consisted of an intermingling of regional interests and challenges. And whereas the central 
government of the Austrian Netherlands initially was not convinced by the necessity of the Concordat, 
Charles de Lorraine appears to have eventually been convinced by the regional challenges concerning 
cross-border cooperation and the need for uniform and reciprocal obligations to avoid settlement 
disputes. 
1.4 Formal Justifications and Informal Motivations 
 
The above-mentioned legitimisation of the Concordat mostly concerned formal rhetoric. The more 
informal, internal discussions among members showed a wider range of motives to enter this agreement. 
The invitations, and especially their responses, lay bare the diverse reasons for communities to adopt 
the Concordat. From 1750 onwards, the Concordat soon spread north- and eastward to attain its largest 
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geographical scope in the 1760s and 1770s. This adoption process can be divided in three main phases, 
which will be discussed in a chronological order below.408 The first phase consists of members adopting 
the agreement soon after it was created, in 1750 and 1751. The second group adopted the agreement in 
the 1750s. The third wave entered only after 1760, with the last member joining in 1766. The following 
paragraph thus discusses the motives for accepting or declining to join the Concordat in order to discern 
the more informal motives behind the spread of the Concordat. The discourses in these ‘internal’ 
documents are contrasted to the more formal arguments discussed in the preceding paragraph. 
 
Map 6: Chronology of the creation and adoption of Concordat of Ypres, 1750-1766.  
  
This map portrays the creation and accession phases of the Concordat, as well as the parishes of the 
Liberty of Bruges that refused joining the agreement. 
The First Wave of Adopters, 1750-1751 
Within months after signing the treaty, several Flemish cities joined the Concordat and as such formed 
the first generation of adopters. The Liberty of Bruges was also invited to adopt the agreement. Like the 
adoption of French legislation in the districts of Ypres and Furnes earlier on, this invitation had been 
induced by a disagreement over the settlement status of an individual, in this case a conflict between 
Avekapelle in the castellany of Furnes and Woumen in the Liberty of Bruges regarding Christina 
Gysele.409 
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The Liberty of Bruges was thus also invited to adopt the Concordat. It however initially declined because 
of its earlier request to the central government for new settlement legislation, that was still under 
consideration. This request was sent to the Conseil de Malines in 1747.412 In this request, the district 
board had demanded the Austrian Empress for a change in settlement legislation because of the 
difficulties and diverse interpretations of the contemporary legislation dating from the seventeenth 
century. The official reply only arrived in the form of a decree in 1757, which stated that the decree of 
October 24, 1750, remained valid, i.e. a settlement by merit (birth or three years residence and 
contributions to ‘public burdens’).413 The Liberty of Bruges disagreed with this ‘solution’ and did not 
feel for following the central settlement legislation. The Liberty of Bruges then only accepted the 
Concordat a decade later, after its request had been dismissed and a renewed decree from the central 
government in 1757 had confirmed the 1750 decree.414  
                                               
410 SAV, OA, 1121, Letter from parish of Avekappelle to castellany of Furnes, 6 June 1750. 
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The life story of Christina Gysele and her late husband Arnoldus Waeckenier 
  
When Arnoldus Waeckenier died in Avekapelle, he left behind his wife Christina Gysele and their 
children. Christina no longer had sufficient means to maintain her family. She asked her birth parish 
Woumen for help. The parish overseer however denied, as her poverty ‘sprung from the need to maintain 
her children’. These children were born and resident with Gysele in Avekappelle. The Woumen overseer 
therefore argued that Avekapelle should provide relief. Gysele received no help. A scribe or an 
intermediary wrote a request for her in June 1750 to the casteallany board of Furnes, to which 
Alveringem belonged. 
‘t’ordonneren, aen den actuelen dischmeester der geseyde prochie van Avecappelle van aende 
suppliante te verleenen, de noodighe alimentatie van levensmiddelen, tot onderhoudt van haere 
kynderen, mits soo vooren geposeert is, het aen haer onmoogelyck is van voor de selve validelick 
namentlyck in dese conjecture des tijdts, ten vollen, den cost te connen winnen, observerende 
t’voorseyde last, daerom betrauwt sij, dat Ueden in consideratie van alle het gonne voornomt, sullen 
voorsien’.410 
The letter stressed the need to help her and especially her children. It explained how it was impossible 
for Christina to make her own living, especially in this time period. After receiving this request for 
Avekapelle (district of Furnes) to relieve Gysele’s children, the Furnes district board invited the Liberty 
of Bruges to join the Concordat. According to the Concordat rules, Gysele and her children would have 
gained the settlement of her late husband De Waeckenier, which is so far unknown. The letter 
demonstrates how longstanding conflicts formed incentives to change legislation. It stated that 
‘considering we have adopted as a rule the birthplace to be burdened with relief’ and ‘as we have 
noticed that this reduces all sorts of difficulties, disputes, charges and trials between the parishes’ 
‘which consumed a remarkable part of the annual income of the table to the great disadvantage of the 
true destitutes’, ‘we invite you to consider adopting the Concordat and to arrange this conflict 
accordingly’.411    
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  In contrast to the rural district of the Liberty of Bruges, several cities did adopt the agreement 
in the summer of 1750. These first cities were mainly located within the rural districts of Ypres and 
Furnes, some of the creators of the Concordat. The rural districts did not exert power over the cities, 
who functioned autonomously. The first wave of adopters thus concerned cities in the same region, who 
did not fall under the jurisdiction of the castellany administration. Because of their autonomy, the cities 
could decide autonomously whether or not to join. Finding themselves surrounded by rural regions who 
had adopted settlement in the birthplace and free mobility, adopting the agreement could ensure 
uniformity and reciprocity. The textile city of Roeselare was the first to join on July 1, 1750, soon 
followed by the small city of Lo.415 The castellany of Furnes consequently invited the cities of 
Diksmuide, Nieuwpoort and Bruges to join as well.416 After the acceptance by Bruges, the politically 
most powerful cities of West Flanders, i.e. Ypres, Furnes (who had been among the creating members) 
and Bruges, thus all formed members of the Concordat. 
  Reciprocity in the sense of a multilateral harmonisation of regulations was key for this first 
generation of adopters. With the Concordat steadily expanding in scope, the invited cities primarily 
demanded an overview of its members. Lo, a small town at the northern borders of the Furnes district, 
for example requested a list of the Concordat members. The town board wanted to know whether any 
parishes of the neighbouring the Liberty of Bruges district had adopted the agreement, or any other 
magistrates in addition to the creators ‘so we can regulate ourselves accordingly’.417 The same goes for 
the small port town of Nieuwpoort, which asked for an inventory of the members who had adopted the 
agreement to ensure reciprocal obligations.418   
  The city of Bruges, a textile city in decline since its medieval heydays, was an interesting 
‘outlier’ in terms of location, situated about 50 kilometres to the north-east of Ypres and at the time not 
surrounded by rural areas following the concordat. Bruges joined the Concordat in August 1750. The 
catalyst for Bruges’ accession was another conflict, concerning Joseph Provoost. 
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The ‘acceptance letter’ of Bruges was complemented by a request addressed to Furnes. Similarly to 
Nieuwpoort’s request, Bruges demanded mutual compliance and stated it would be ‘adopting, Your 
Honoured, provided that these [i.e. Furnes, MS] ensure us to act conformingly with respect to the poor 
of our city’.423 Most of these first-wave adopters cities were located at the borders of the Concordat 
region, which increased the insecurities on reciprocity. They continuously stressed the need for 
uniformity, harmonisation of regulations and reciprocal obligations. 
           Lastly, the city of Oostende, a port city surrounded by rural parishes belonging to the the Liberty 
of Bruges, north to Nieuwpoort, was invited but did not give in directly. Oostende initially agreed to 
enter the Concordat in 1750.424 It stated to be interested in ‘a solution for the money wasted on the nearly 
daily court cases’ concerning settlement.425 The city withdrew its accession soon after, with the excuse 
that it had confused the Concordat with central settlement legislation.426 It preferred settlement obtained 
by three years residence as a ‘cheaper’ option.427 This could be attributed to the fact that the surrounding 
rural parishes, resorting under the the Liberty of Bruges district, had not joined the Concordat. Concordat 
members continuously discussed the possible (re-) accession of Oostende, especially when the 
Concordat later came to include the surrounding the Liberty of Bruges district.428 
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The life story of Joseph Provoost  
  
Provoost resided with his family in Bulskamp (Furnes district) but was a native of the St. Anna parish 
in the city of Bruges.419  He had lived in Bulskamp for nine years and had always made a living there as 
a weaver. Bulskamp was concerned for the man and his family because they needed assistance ‘without 
delay’ in 1750, the reasons for destitution (so far) unknown. The Bulskamp parish overseer expressed 
his concerns in a letter to the district of Furnes, demanding whether to provide him with relief, as in 
fact, the most recent regulations stated that the birthplace, in this case the parish of St. Anna in Bruges, 
was responsible for the expenses. The district board of Furnes subsequently wrote the city board of 
Bruges, referring to the invitation sent earlier to join the Concordat.420 The district stated: 
  
‘maer alsoo wij aen UE par missive van den vierden july lest hebben kenbaer ghemaeckt dat tusschen 
de respective magistraeten van hooftcollegien van westvlanderen ende van het zeecantigh vlanderen, 
gemackt was seker concordaet ofte reglement nopende het onderhout van de behoftighe, danof wij aen 
UE toe gesonden hebben een exemplair: wij hebben op den inhouden van supliants requeste niet willen 
disponieren, sonder van UE thebben vernoemen ofte heselve reglement aen UE bevalt’.421  
 
Bruges decided to honour this request and adopt the Concordat.422  
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The Second Generation, 1753-1757 
The second wave of members joined in the years following 1750, notably the more inland regions of 
Tournai and Tournaisis and Courtrai. This second generation mostly stated to adopt the agreement 
because they found themselves surrounded by Concordat members. Like the first generation of new 
members, the magistrates of the States of Tournai and Tournaisis approved of the Concordat’s promised 
harmonisation, uniformity and ensured mutual obligations between members.429 The magistrates of 
Northern France had invited Tournai and Tournaisis to join the agreement in 1750. The invitation 
stressed the need to solve the problems concerning begging and emphasising the entanglement of the 
two cross-border districts and the therefore inevitability of Tournai and Tournaisis joining the 
Concordat.430 Tournai  Tournaisis subsequently requested the governor of the Austrian Netherlands for 
permission to enter the Concordat (which resulted in the diplomatic conflict with Charles de Lorraine 
discussed in the above paragraphs). They stressed the need for reciprocity and the disadvantages of being 
the only ‘neighbour’ not joining the agreement. The request was granted.431 Tournaisis officially adopted 
the Concordat in 1751. Its capital, the city of Tournai, adopted the agreement only several years later in 
1757, for reasons which as of yet remain unclear.432 The rural Tournaisis might have been further from 
the sea than the coastal polder regions, but the region showed substantial similarities with the coastal 
polder regions in terms of landholding structure. Although this similarity in agrosystems supports the 
explanation for the Concordat in terms of economic benefits, the stated arguments for adopting the 
agreement mainly related to collaboration and concordance, as had been the case for the first generation. 
The accession of Tournai and Tournaisis, therefore, largely corroborated with the arguments of the first 
generation of adopters.        
           Only in 1753 did a rural district belonging to a different social agrosystem adopt the agreement. 
The city of Menin joined the Concordat and subsequently invited the rural district of Courtrai to 
follow.433 This region was located to the east of the Concordat area and formed part of the social 
agrosystem of Inland Flanders. Contrary to coastal Flanders, it was characterised by small plots of land, 
cultivated by peasants. Complementary income was gained from cottage industry, primarily linen 
production. The economy of makeshifts of the labouring poor in this region included small plot 
cultivation for private use, cottage industry and temporary (seasonal) labour migration to the coastal 
area in harvest time.434 The accession of the castellany of Courtrai thus does not fully comply with the 
economic hypothesis. It was rather a labour migrant sending area than a receiving area and would as 
such not benefit from settlement by birth. The free mobility of the Concordat could however be 
considered beneficial by the district boad. It neither suits the comparison with agrarian capitalist South-
East England, used by Winter and Lambrecht as an explanation for the Concordat and its similarities to 
these local English practices.435 For Courtrai, in contrast, a model of granting settlement after three years 
residence would, theoretically speaking, be beneficial, as this would limit the dependence of emigrants 
on the home society. Why, then, did Courtrai adopt the agreement? The castellany board did not consider 
economy-related arguments in its reply to the invitation. Instead, it stated that the region was ‘quasi 
enclavé’ by the Concordat.436 Adopting the Concordat would thus ease the administration and 
correspondence with neighbouring regions. Cost-benefit considerations did not figure in Courtrai’s 
arguments, but the membership of neighbouring cities and parishes did. Ensuring reciprocity formed the 
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main motive. In its admission letter, the district board repeated the daily difficulties concerning 
migration and poverty mentioned in the introductory clauses of the Concordat regulation.437 
           The city of Tournai was next to join after Courtrai, adopting the agreement in 1757, years after 
its surrounding countryside (the States of Tournai and Tournaisis) had entered the Concordat.438 This 
accession timing coincided with the issuing of the governmental decree of 1757 on exceptions 
concerning settlement.439 This decree had been issued partly as a response to the request of the district 
of the Liberty of Bruges to change settlement legislation. It reinforced the October 1750 decree on 
settlement by merit. The Liberty of Bruges also joined the Concordat only after the 1757 decree was 
passed. 
The Later Joining Members, 1760-1766 
Adopting the agreement in 1761, the Liberty of Bruges was the last rural district to join the Concordat. 
The Liberty of Bruges had declined earlier invitations because it awaited the reply to its 1747 request. 
An answer arrived in the form of a decree in 1757, confirming the 1750 settlement decree. The 
Concordat members reissued their invitation to the Liberty of Bruges in 1760, again induced by a 
settlement conflict. A disagreement over Philips de Man, a resident of Zarren (Furnes district) but born 
in the Liberty of Bruges, acted as a catalyst. The Liberty of Bruges eventually became a member in 
1761.440 The Philips de Man conflict took place in 1760 and concerned warranty letters. 
 
 
The adoption by the Liberty of Bruges did not imply that all its dependent parishes complied. The fiscal 
unit of the Liberty of Bruges stretched further than its actual political authority. The Liberty of Bruges 
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The life story of Philips de Man 
Philips was born in Zarren, a rural parish nearby the town of Diksmuide. Zarren was located on the 
borders of the districts of the Liberty of Bruges and Furnes and characterised by its pastoral land.441 It 
pertained to the castellany of Furnes. De Man however resided in a parish in the Liberty of Bruges. He 
had presented a standard warranty letter upon arrival in 1760, guaranteeing that Zarren would be 
responsible for up to 150 pounds groten Vlaams of relief. The Furnes castellany demanded the Liberty 
of Bruges to provide an additional warranty letter, for De Man to reside anywhere to his liking within 
the district, which would also allow De Man to receive additional relief on top of the 150 pounds 
provided by Zarren if necessary. This demand was rather remarkable and has so far not been found in 
any other conflict cases.  The Liberty of Bruges refused: the district had indeed provided warranty letters 
for local poor who wanted to reside in a different parish within the district but did not do so for members 
of other districts. In an attempt to resolve the conflict, the board of the castellany of Furnes invited the 
Liberty of Bruges to adopt the Concordat. This would render warranty letters obsolete. The district 




therefore had to individually invite the ‘appendant’ and ‘contribuant’ parishes to join.443 Both 
appendanten and contribuanten were subject to the Liberty of Bruges on fiscal matters, but they held 
relative autonomy in juridical matters. The contribuanten were more independent than the appendanten. 
Most of these parishes agreed for the sake of harmonisation and because of the promise of preventing 
further conflicts. The parish of Beveren-Onlede, for example, explained that ‘to avoid and prevent all 
contestations and lawsuits and to better have done so than to have let it pass, we declare hereby adhere 
and to enter the aforesaid Concordat’.444 
           In contrast to the accession letters of earlier members, the discussions between the Liberty of 
Bruges and its parishes show to what extent cost-benefit considerations played a role in the decision-
making process. The parish of Merkem considered the Concordat as an excellent opportunity to prevent 
(the risk of) paying relief to immigrant servants who became a charge.445 Merkem even requested an 
accelerated process of admission. The parish board wanted to become a member before the start of May, 
the month in which the annual contracts of domestic servants ended. By adopting the birthplace criterion 
before that date, Merkem hoped to prevent the dependency of possibly unemployed, former maids and 
farmhands on the local poor relief institutions after their contracts would end. These servants were 
generally young and born elsewhere. They could theoretically obtain settlement status through 
accumulating three years of residence, as domestic service often formed a part of lifecycle migrations. 
The central legislation would convey settlement on these immigrants after three years of residence. 
Joining the Concordat, so Merkem hoped, would limit the claims of such ‘foreign’ domestic servants on 
local relief resources and thus prevent an increase in relief expenses.446 
Refusals 
Several other of the Liberty of Bruges appendant and contribuant parishes however refused to join the 
Concordat, as the city of Oostende had done earlier. These refusals provide a deeper insight in the 
underlying motives than the replies of those who accepted. Parishes had to legitimise their choices when 
declining the invitation, to legitimate their reasons for diverging from the district’s decisions.  The 
reasons not to join were quite diverse. The parishes Lembeke and Averschoot both requested to be 
excused because the Concordat ‘would not be profitable to them’.447 Migration patterns formed the 
primary reason for the parish of Ursel to not become involved since it ‘had no connectivity with the 
Seaside (Zeecant) because of its remoteness’.448 
           The explanation of Ambacht Maldegem, a union of parishes at the northern borders of the 
Southern Netherlands, corroborates the hypothesis of cost-benefit considerations regarding labour 
mobility. The board mentioned its oversaturated local labour market as a primary objection to the 
Concordat.449 Agriculture was the main economic sector in this collection of parishes, which mostly had 
sandy soil, distinguishing them from the arable polders on the coast. Soil types however do not explain 
the patterns of adoption and refusal of the Concordat. Other sand parishes in the Liberty of Bruges, as 
well as the castellany of Courtrai did join the agreement. Maldegem stated that it did not need any 
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external labourers and was not interested in the Concordat’s unrestricted mobility throughout the 
region.450 In contrast, local workers already had to leave for other places for employment. Maldegem 
believed that the Concordat would result in rising costs. The migration system in which local labourers 
worked cross-border in the Dutch Republic in the summer during sowing and harvesting season, made 
that these labourers returned to rely on poor relief in the slack winter season. If the Concordat would be 
adopted, the dependence of these itinerants on the local Maldegem poor relief institutions would not 
decrease, as their settlement rights would remain stable in their birth parishes. In contrast to adopting 
the Concordat, Maldegem Ambacht had created an agreement among its parishes to solve issues 
locally.451 The place where one became destitute (within Maldegem Ambacht) was the parish that had 
to pay for relief. This created a microsystem of free mobility, meeting the flexible needs of the local 
labour market. Not joining the Concordat implied that Maldegem’s emigrants (moving out of the union) 
resorted under central legislation and were thus eligible to obtain settlement elsewhere. This would 
supposedly lower the Maldegem poor relief expenses. Divergent migration patterns thus formed an 
important motive for Maldegem to not adopt the Concordat. 
           Although these above-mentioned parishes, mostly located in the north-east of the Liberty of 
Bruges close to the Dutch border, did not follow the Concordat, most the Liberty of Bruges parishes 
eventually joined the agreement. The last adopters were the Proossche districts, located in the Liberty 
of Bruges, and Mesen, a small city in the castellany of Ypres, joining in respectively 1765 and 1766.452 
At that moment, the Concordat covered its largest area, only to decline from 1772 onward, when several 
districts and cities opted out because they considered the agreement ‘detrimental’ and non-beneficial. 
This is discussed in the next chapter. 
  Initially, the Concordat was supposed to spread further than the modern-day region of West 
Flanders - the members had wanted to expand it all over Flanders. Although not many of these 
invitations have been saved, one letter from the city board of Ghent has survived in the archives. It stated 
that the city was interested in the Concordat, especially its strive for harmonisation and uniformity, but 
had decided not to join.453 The ‘imperfect’ spread of the Concordat made the central decree more 
attractive, because it guaranteed reciprocity and uniform legislation.454 After all, the nearby region of 
Waasland had also concluded a separate agreement in 1757. This rural area, located roughly between 
the cities of Ghent and Antwerp, had adopted settlement by birth, banned warranty letters and introduced 
unrestricted mobility throughout the region.455 This regulation was clearly inspired by the Concordat, 
but did contain some extra specifications on providing out-parish relief to paupers who were unfit to 
return to their settlement parishes, on casual births and on orphaned children. The region of Waasland 
was comparable to Coastal Flanders because it was also a commercial economy.456 Ghent stated that if 
it would adopt the Concordat, it would still have to follow central legislation regarding other parishes in 
East-Flanders and Brabant.457 Following central legislation would thus ensure a larger sense of 
reciprocity than the Concordat. This argues for the importance of considerations of reciprocity in 
decisionmaking. It indicates that reciprocal relations, balancing power relations in settlement decisions, 
formed one of the main motives for communities to change settlement practices. 
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1.5 Concluding Remarks 
Several common themes permeate the diverse motives for new members to join the Concordat. By 
means of a conclusion, this paragraph takes a closer look at these common themes, mostly relating to 
reciprocity and (labour) mobility streams, to analyse whether patterns can be discerned and what 
explains these patterns.   
  Historiography has provided several models of explanation for deviating local settlement 
practices. These often related to cost-benefit considerations and rural economies. This chapter has 
confirmed the applicability of such theories for the Concordat. Labour mobility was an important factor, 
especially in the coastal areas.458 The coastal regions would indeed benefit from the opportunities of 
flexible labour, including an enlarged labour supply and keeping wages low. The sending origin 
communities of such seasonal migrants, be it from Inland Flanders or from other coastal parishes, could 
also benefit from this system. It allowed for people to move freely when labour demand in their area of 
residence was low, thus possibly increasing the opportunities and income strategies of the labouring 
poor and thereby preventing an increase in the local poor relief expenses. One would explain the 
Concordat, then, as a history understood through rural logic, as the labour market was dominated by the 
agricultural sector. Rural areas indeed were the pioneers of the Concordat. The accession of Merkem 
for example showed the regulation of immigrant servants as motive. The refusal by Maldegem relating 
to the internal labour market and divergent migration patterns, only serves to enforce this argument.  
  The Concordat was mostly created out of rural interests, as the area was dominated by wealthy 
farmers, but it benefitted local towns as well. Mobility stimulation could also suit urban interests. In the 
literature, early modern cities were generally considered as somewhat gated communities, entities that 
wanted to protect their local community by keeping out unwanted subjects and preventing immigrants 
with no prospects of employment from settling in the community.459 Recent research has however 
demonstrated that cities had varying degrees of openness, based inter alia on the needs of the labour 
market.460 The Concordat area was not only characterised by rural-urban migration, but rather witnessed 
a great deal of intra-rural migration. Adopting the agreement ensured cities that the labouring poor could 
not become a burden on the local relief resources and allowed the removal of immigrants who were 
unable to meet their sustenance requirements. The Concordat, having abolished the individual insurance 
documents that warranty letters were designed to be, instead functioned as a common insurance among 
its members that every person actually had a (non-transferrable) settlement. Abolishing warranty letters 
as a strategy to attract labourers was not uncommon in the early modern period. Seventeenth-century 
Amsterdam for example, trying to attract labourers for the urban port, allowed labour immigrants to 
enter the city without warranty letters.461 The Concordat was rather supposed to guarantee a continued 
eased flow of labourers throughout the region. The weight of cities in this region should however not be 
overestimated. Cities as Ghent and Antwerp functioned as the main urban economies and main urban 
migrant hubs, but the region of the Concordat was mostly dominated by the countryside.    
 
In addition to the more economically inspired motives, this research has shown that we cannot deny the 
relevance of the border throughout the story. The Concordat creators were located along the national 
frontiers. The members on the borders would aspire to continue the agreement even after the French 
Revolution brought an end to Ancien Régime customs and byelaws.462 Cross-border reciprocity and 
uniformity was one of the primary motives mentioned for the creation of and accession to the Concordat. 
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This motive became especially prominent after the mid-eighteenth-century border changes. Furnes and 
Ypres were forced to adopt French legislation in 1745 but again resorted under Habsburg rule and 
consequently Habsburg settlement legislation after the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle was signed in 1748. 
The desire to continue transnational uniformity and collaboration, as well as the desire to return to 
settlement by birth, were formally among the main motives Ypres and Furnes used to legitimize the 
creation of the Concordat to the Habsburg ruler. But this need for reciprocity went beyond the border 
itself: the Concordat also guaranteed its parishes a uniform attitude to and interpretation of settlement 
regardless of power balances. It was supposed to banish the divergent interpretations of settlement law. 
The relevant motives behind the Concordat, then, also strongly related to geographical factors. De 
Séchelles was interested in maintaining a close connection to West-Flanders. Members also decided to 
cooperate because they considered it to improve efficiency and wanted to prevent high-cost litigation in 
court. Moreover, as De Séchelles stated, it would be ‘dangerous’ to treat immigrants originating from 
one region differently than those from another region.463 Geopolitics, then, must be included as 
analytical factor. The need to sustain relations with other authorities and the fact that it concerned a 
border area are among the main factors explaining the creation and spread of the Concordat. 
 
Additionally, the Concordat cannot be understood without its specific local context and the discrepancies 
between local and regional interests versus the interests of the central state. This chapter has shown that 
the Concordat was created in a region dominated by the countryside and agriculture, and that cities were 
mainly followers of this agreement. However, the towns in the area had comparable interests in receiving 
the benefits of labour immigrants without carrying the burdens of welfare; or reversely, in allowing their 
local poor to move freely elsewhere in the quest for work, thus saving on relief expenditure. The 
Concordat ensured a free mobility contract between all cities and reduced the threat of the mobile poor 
to urban communities. The Concordat, then, must be interpreted as a regional solution to a regional 
problem. The specific regional interests here concerned ensuring free mobility for the labour market and 
ensuring that cross-border mobility, be it between rural districts or crossing ‘national’ borders, did not 
cause issues with regard to relief and settlement.This went counter to the central interests of the 
Habsburg Netherlands in centralization. Charles de Lorraine had instead issued a new central legislation 
for the region. The local interests in this regional context however prevailed over central interests. 
 
Lastly, although structural factors like the labour demand or poverty, and political relations do mostly 
explain the contents of the Concordat, they do not account for why it was signed or adopted at a specific 
moment. Conflicts over individuals’ settlement often functioned as catalyst for legislative changes. 
Many of the discussed legislative changes appeared to happen ad-hoc, induced by a longstanding 
conflict. This had been the case with Furnes and Ypres adopting French legislation in 1745, but it also 
played a role in the adoption of the Concordat by Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges. This ad-hoc 
decision-making poses new questions to the intentions of local authorities who adopted the Concordat, 
such as to what extent they were aware of migration patterns or local interests with regard to migration 
regulation, and to what extent these authorities rather decided on legislation on a case-to-case basis. 
Conflicts over settlement and removal could run for years and be relatively costly for parishes. 
Preventing conflicts was moreover one of the main intentions of the Concordat. People moved across 
borders, and borders also shifted over people throughout the eighteenth century, leaving room for diverse 
administrations to dispute the settlement statuses of the mobile labouring poor. The Concordat was 
intended to harmonise these relations. To what extent the authorities realised the implications of this 
regulation will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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I have argued here that economic motives formed part of the main explanation of the Concordat, and 
that social agrosystems help to explain why this solution came into existence in coastal Flanders. In that 
sense, my research reinforces the findings in literature, both concerning Flanders and England. But the 
findings in this chapter go beyond merely supporting the economic hypothesis. If we pose ourselves the 
question why the Concordat came into being at this moment in time, in June 1750, or even the question 
why certain outliers agreed to join the Concordat, the explanation also involves considerations of 
interdependence related to geography. The border played an important role; so did the need for 
cooperation and uniformity between the two different jurisdictions of Flanders and France. Such 
transnational considerations of uniformity and harmony were among the main factors explaining the 
Concordat, something which has not been stressed enough in historiography. 
 
The next chapter discusses the 1770s, a period in which the Concordat started to disintegrate. 
Members became increasingly aware of the benefits and especially disadvantages of the Concordat. 
The regulations did not always work out as envisaged. Many parishes for example adopted out-parish 
relief, or did not check immigrants’ moral certificates, thereby risking immigrants from outside of the 
Concordat region to gain a settlement after three years’ residence. These issues, and especially the 
changes they brought about, are discussed in detail in chapter two.   
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Chapter 2. From Nativism to the Inclusion of 
Immigrants:  The Exit Campaign of Bruges and the 




The Concordat had expanded and consolidated in the 1750s and 1760s. It eventually extended over 
Maritime Flanders, West-Flanders as well as the Liberty of Bruges, and the regions of Courtrai and 
Tournai Tournaisis. The first ‘cracks’ in this bond, however, appeared in the 1770s. Several members 
denounced the Concordat as ‘une loi imparfaite’ and requested the central government for an exit. The 
cities Bruges, Courtrai, Menin and Poperinge, as well as the rural districts of Courtrai and the Liberty 
of Bruges, signed this request in 1773.464 All of them, except for Poperinge, requested a new settlement 
law to be introduced in Flanders instead. In lieu of sending poor migrants back to their birthplaces in 
times of destitution, these ‘exiteers’ proposed to include immigrants in local poor relief. They thus 
preferred including immigrant inhabitants in membership over the nativism of the Concordat, i.e. 
prioritising natives and excluding people who are born elsewhere. One of the stated reasons was that 
local inhabitants would be more willing to pay taxes to be redistributed to people they actually knew, 
who were resident in the community, rather than to emigrants who had lived all their lives elsewhere.465 
Although Charles de Lorraine granted the request only partially, allowing the members to exit but 
refusing to implement the new proposal, Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges eventually decided to 
nevertheless implement the proposal as a bilateral local agreement.466 This chapter discusses the shift 
from nativism to the inclusion of immigrants. It analyses why the balances changed in the Concordat, 
and which motives the leaving members, especially Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges had to continue 
their collaboration.  
         
Historiography 
The previous chapter has discussed the various reasons for creating the Concordat, ranging from motives 
of harmonisation of cross-border challenges to migration patterns and the labour market. This confirmed 
the historiography on the relevance of social-economic relations, especially with regard to land 
distribution rights and ecological traits of the region.467 It has also nuanced the historiography by 
demonstrating the different interests within the region. For Maldegem, for example, deviating migration 
patterns trumped the invitation to collaborate in the Concordat.468 Ghent did not want to adopt the 
agreement because it preferred reciprocity with the rest of the Southern Low Countries.469 Rural districts 
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on the borders of West-Flanders and Maritime Flanders on the other hand were the main forefighters of 
the Concordat. But as the Concordat advanced, several members decided to opt out and adopt a new 
settlement law including immigrants. This again, was a deviating local practice. This chapter thus adds 
more insights to the historiography and the findings regarding local practices discussed in chapter one. 
It also focuses on two other discussions: the locus of belonging and the relations between settlement and 
place; and the social reforms of the late eighteenth century. Historians have generally distinguished 
between different locations or places of settlement, namely settlement by birth, residence or merit.470 
This also resonates in present-day European welfare systems, in which nations build in limits for 
immigrants’ entitlement to welfare.471  Motives installing welfare entitlement criteria of residence or 
merit are generally derived from conceptions of preventing to become a welfare magnet.472 The 
intentions behind the 1662 Settlement Act in England were similarly derived from the notion that the 
poor should ‘stay put’ and not be allowed to move to the places with the best welfare provisions.473 Such 
motivations also resonated in reasons of central authorities in the Southern Low Countries to deny 
issuing settlement by birth throughout Flanders. In an advice to the Privy Council with regard to the 
aforementioned 1747 request of the Liberty of Bruges and the Concordat, the fiscal consultants of the 
Council of Flanders stated that it would not be a good idea to remove to his birth place  
 
‘quelqu’un qui a abandonné le lieu de son domicile et qui a transporté ailleurs la fortune et ses biens, 
quoi un homme qui auroit abandonné depuis vingt ans et plus la lieu de son domicile’.474  
 
The Concordat’s introduction of settlement by birth was instead supposed to stimulate mobility. By 
installing the birthplace as a sort of common insurance for relief responsibility, this settlement system 
was intended to remove the barriers for migration. Replacing the criticised warranty letters by moral 
certificates, which had no further legal implications, the bureaucracy surrounding mobility was also 
supposed to decrease. An important aspect of these debates on the criteria for settlement is the practices 
of out-parish relief. King and Taylor for example argued that parishes preferred such practices, of 
providing relief to a pauper resident elsewhere without removing him or her to his settlement parish, 
because the expenses were lower and the poor could move to the places with the most beneficial income 
opportunities.475 This would be beneficial for settlement parishes with scarce employment and residence 
parishes with a relatively high labour demand. Removal policies were selective for a variety of 
reasons.476 The 1773 legislative proposal discussed in this chapter had a radically different approach to 
settlement. It included all residents in local settlement and excluded natives who had left the parish from 
relief entitlements. Out-parish relief was thus also banned. Such a form of ‘settlement in residence’ has 
so far not been observed in historiography. This chapter discusses the motives behind and the 
implications of this legislative change, focussing specifically on the negotiations between the local, 
regional and central authorities involved.  
  The exit and the new proposal coincided with a renewed rationalisation of poor relief, both in 
France and in the Southern Netherlands. The ideas of Taintenier and Vilain XIIII were especially 
influential in the Southern Netherlands. In short, they respectively proposed a reform of relief 
organisations, a ban on begging and the creation of some sort of workhouses.477 Taintenier’s ideas 
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especially influenced authorities in the Concordat area. Courtrai and Bruges for example reformed their 
parochial relief institutions into an urban ‘poor chamber’ (Armenkamer) and banned begging; Bruges 
and the Liberty of Bruges introduced workfare to discipline their paupers.478 Emperor Joseph II 
moreover created new hospitals in the Austrian Netherlands.479 A provincial house of correction was 
erected in Ghent in 1773 following Vilain XIIII’s proposal, which functioned simultaneously as a prison, 
a beggars’ depot and an apprenticeship school.480 It was most comparable to the English workhouse. 
The French state had likewise erected dépôts de mendicité throughout the entire Kingdom in the 1760s 
to confine vagrants and beggars.481 The renewed rationalisation of poor relief has been discussed 
extensively, especially in the context of the Enlightenment. Lis has argued that the relief reforms in 
Antwerp in 1779, also known as De nieuwe bestiering, were motivated from economic interests: they 
were manipulated to meet the needs of the labour market.482  This chapter builds on that knowledge and 
adds a focus on settlement and migration to provide new insights. The historiography has instead tended 
to focus more on the policy changes and their intellectual-philosophical underpinnings.  
 
Materials and Methods 
To analyse the changes in settlement law, this chapter uses the 1770s requests mentioned earlier, decrees 
and local agreements as primary research material. These sources help to deconstruct the motives of the 
entities involved (cities, countryside, central government). The ‘exiteers’ moreover based their new 
legislative proposals on several enquiries, which form an additional important source for this chapter. 
After complaints on poor migrants begging on the streets, something which had been forbidden 
alongside the issuing of the Concordat in the early 1750s, several rural districts gathered information on 
the movement of the poor. An enquiry into recent immigration issued by the castellany of Furnes in 
1771, for example, listed the vremde cortgezetenen, i.e. ‘non-landcultivating aliens’.483 In 1776, Bruges, 
the Liberty of Bruges and the castellany of Furnes mapped the mobility of the out-resident poor between 
these regions.484  A second investigation used in this chapter concerns the responses of local parishes, 
particularly in the Liberty of Bruges, to requests that the Liberty of Bruges and Bruges sent in 1773 and 
in 1776 to dependent parishes demanding them to join the new settlement proposal.485 The responses 
and negotiations provide insights into the different attitudes of different parishes. These two types of 
enquiries into migration balances and of the responses of Concordat members to the proposal to exit the 
Concordat form the lion share of the analysis.   
  All in all, this chapter addresses the question whether the shift in the 1770s could also be 
explained by the regional labour market, soil types and proximity to international borders as in the 
previous chapter, or whether other factors played a role in generating these changes. This chapter 
subsequently discusses the chronological changes considering migration and relief policy, including the 
grievances stated by the exiteers, followed by the motives of the cities and rural districts involved for 
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2.2 Changing Bottom-Up Legislation 
 
Bruges was the main instigator of the 1773 exit from the Concordat. The city council invited other cities 
and districts to join. The cities of Courtrai and Menin complied, but several replies were negative. The 
request was denied by city and castellany of Furnes, the castellanies of Cassel, Bailleul and Bergue St 
Winoc, as well as the towns of Diksmuide, Dunkirk, Warneton, Bourbourg, Merville, Roeselare and Lo. 
They preferred to stay in the concordat, even if they did acknowledge that relief expenses had risen.486 
 After some negotiations, the exiteers eventually sent a request to the central government to leave 
the Concordat. This request was eventually signed by the city of Bruges, the rural district of the Liberty 
of Bruges, the towns of Poperinge, Courtrai, Menin, Blankenberge, Damme, Gistel and Kaprijke; the 
(rural) seigneuries of Sint Donaas in Bruges, Sijsele, Ardooie, Lichtervelde, Merkem, Ruddervoorde, 
Guysen, Waterland, Mack Vijve, Proosche, Oostkamp and the Land van Wijnendale.487 These rural 
seigneuries held political autonomy but made part of the larger fiscal unit of the Liberty of Bruges. 
  The ‘exiteers’ were thus mainly located to the north and (north-) east of the Concordat. They 
had all joined the Concordat in a later stage: Bruges in 1751, but others like the Liberty of Bruges and 
the city of Courtrai had joined only in 1753, 1757 and 1761. Poperinge formed an exception as one of 
the founding members of the Concordat in 1750. Although Poperinge agreed on the reasons to leave the 
Concordat, the city did not want to join the new proposal: instead, it preferred to follow central 
legislation.488 The exit request, like the Concordat, thus had both an urban and rural representation. As 
the previous chapter has elaborately discussed, the member cities had enthusiastically adopted the 
Concordat because of the promises of harmonising migration regulation (certificates, removal, 
settlement conflicts) with the surrounding countryside. Some cities, like Menin and Courtrai, had stated 
to have joined the Concordat because they found themselves surrounded by members.489 They had 
wanted to ensure reciprocity in migration and settlement regulation. In the request, however, they argued 
that the Concordat had failed to improve these conditions.  
 
Rising Aversion to the Concordat 
The exit request included a mémoire anonyme. This anonymous pamphlet explained that the central 
government was by law of nature forced to listen to these grievances. According to the mémoire, the 
Concordat  
 
‘peut avoir rempli les vues des magistrats des quelques villes ou pays, dont le but étoit de se débarasser 
de l’entretien d’une foule d’étrangers que le trafic, ou le meillieur prix des vivres y avoient attirés.’490  
 
It soon however turned out that it ‘ne tend qu’a ruiner les tables des pauvres’.491 Each article of the 
Concordat was analysed in this treatise. The mémoire especially attacked the removal of poor migrants 
to their birthplace. It stated that it was inhumane to demand for all paupers to be returned to their 
birthplaces, as was the letter of the Concordat: 
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‘Mais en excitant ainsi à la lettre la teneur du concordat, ce seroit reprimer l’abus par le désordre, ce 
seroit adjouter une dépense enorme à des frais déjà trop multipliés, ce seroit enfin choquer tout principe 
d’humanité.  
  Car que des personnes, qui n’ont besoin que d’un secours passager pendant une maladie, ou 
durant quelque revers ne reduit au point à la derniere misere, en les enlevant à leur petit établissement, 
ou quelque gain modique aide à les soutenir, ou des connoissances charitables leur procurent encore 
quelque soulagement tandis qu’arrivées à l’endroit, qui souvent ne les a vu que naître, inconnues et 
abandonnées de tous, elles seroient totalement à la charge de la table des pauvres.  
  Et après tout, avec quelle âme pourroit on arracher de ses pénates le corps tremblant du 
vieillard décrepit, dont on a parlé, le privéra t’on de la jouissance d’une petite proprieté, qui lui est si 
chère, qu’il a acquis a la sueur de son front, une cabane, une maisonnette? Le dérobera t’on à la vue 
compatissante des certaines personnes charitables, qui lui procuroient encore quelques douceurs dans 
ses infirmités, pour le transporter dans un endroit, dont à peine il conserve le souvenir, sans parens, 
sans amis, sans connoissances.’492 
 
The memoir argued against the problems that arose from the ambiguity of implications when someone 
fell into destitution while not residing in his or her parish of settlement. The Concordat formally stated 
that people who became poor should return to their birthplaces to be relieved there. Women and children 
followed the settlement status of their husbands and fathers respectively, with several exceptions for 
widows, orphans, casual birth and children born out of wedlock. As the second part of this thesis shows, 
many migrants did not return to their birthplaces but instead received relief on distance, also called non-
resident or out-parish relief. There are several indications that practices of out-parish relief were more 
or less standard procedure in the Concordat area.493 Parishes of residence formed the first line of 
assistance. They advanced relief to migrants considered deserving, to demand the settlement parish for 
reimbursement and a continuation of out-parish relief or removal to the settlement parish. The Concordat 
facilitated these practices because of the unambiguous settlement by birth, which formed an assurance 
that the birth parish could be held available for settlement.  
  The memoir of the 1770s addressed the issues related to removal and out-parish relief. It 
explained how removal of ill or old people was difficult, as they had to be transported by cart, which 
only augmented the costs of removal. Moreover, the memoir stated that the practices towards ill migrants 
were inefficient. It would be much easier if ill people would be helped by a doctor in their place of 
residence, instead of settlement parishes having to reimburse the expenses for medical help by a doctor 
in the parish of residence. Sending a local doctor from the settlement parish to the migrant, especially 
on large distances, was neither efficient, as travelling took time and demanded travel expenses.  The 
question of remote relief was even more complicated if migrants had moved relatively far away from 
their parish of settlement. The overseer of a parish of settlement who wanted to check the expenses for 
this migrant, or reimburse the residence parish for the expenses made, had to travel far, or send a 
messenger. Such travels only increased the expenses of the poor tables. The mémoire argued that the 
out-parish and removal costs often led to long-running disputes between residence and settlement 
parishes. Moreover, emigrated paupers would not care about ruining the funds of their far-off settlement 
parish. The communication between migrants, parishes of residence and settlement parishes was thus 
complicated during the Concordat, as the memoir implied. Removal and out-parish relief were not 
governed properly. 
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The Concordat’s mobility policies had similarly failed, according to the mémoire. Free mobility had 
resulted in overseers losing the overview of the labouring poor resident in their community. The 
mémoire complained that migrants settled in shacks or cottages on the edge of a parish, often in groups. 
Overseers only learned too late that these immigrants did not possess carry moral certificates or warranty 
letters, out of negligence or by forgetting. Parish overseers did not have a sufficient overview of 
incoming migration and migration regulation was disfunctional.494  
  The moral certificates introduced by the Concordat were moreover a ‘très faible garant’ and 
were abused by parishes: 
 
‘Car c’est de se débarasser à très bon marché d’un mauvais sujet, qu’au prix d’un Certificat, ainsi 
qu’après la demeure d’un an ou deux, qu’on s’appercoit de son Incapacité ou de la fainéantise, lorsqu’il 
a deja procrée un enfant ou deux, qui au bout de trente à quarante ans reclamans le droit de leur 
naissance, rappellent à la table des pauvres, le triste souvenir du certificat de feu leur père.’.495 
 
Migrants had to present moral certificates to the overseer before settling in a new parish.496 These had 
to be made by a parish official of their former parish of residence, for example by the parish overseer or 
by the local priest. The memoir complained that this was an easy way for parishes to get rid of unwanted 
people.497 Because if after one or two years of residence, a parish overseer would find out that a migrant 
was ‘incapable’ or ‘idle’, he ran the risk of this migrant having already procreated children. As the 
Concordat ensured settlement by birth, locally born children generally derived settlement upon birth (ius 
solis).498 Although parishes were ‘insured’ against migrants obtaining settlement because of the 
settlement by birth criterion, they were not ‘protected’ against the settlement which had to be granted to 
their newborn children. Migration thus did still bring a risk of dependency for parishes. This was an 
Achilles heel of the Concordat and formed a control gap unforeseen by its creators. Chapter four five 
and six elaborate in more detail on these implications for migration regulation. 
 
The memoir continued arguing against the additional heads of settlement for women and children in the 
Concordat.499 A woman who lost her husband and became poor would suddenly be sent back to her 
husband’s place of settlement, all her children included, even if they were born from different fathers: 
‘What a disorder, what a confusion!’.500 ‘The poor table overseers of different places all of a sudden 
contract a debt without knowing it.’ According to the mémoire,  
 
‘le cas est même arrivée, qu’un pauvrisseur chargé de la substance d’une veuve avec une nombreuse 
famille, lui a promis une grosse récompense, si pour le décharger elle pouvoit obtenir pour mari tel ou 
tel natif d’un autre endroit’.501 
 
Additionally, the lack of a connection between the emigrated pauper and the native parish caused many 
problems. As said before, the memoire argued that parishes could be unpleasantly surprised by high 
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relief costs, removal issues or settlement changes of widows. Paupers were moreover supposedly less 
caring of the funds of their distant settlement parishes. The remoteness also had an influence on the 
social pressure on individuals exerted by the community. Local police were less concerned with poor 
whose relief costs were not a local responsibility. Single women and widows were allowed to dwell and 
settle anywhere they wanted to and were not subject to the peer pressure of their native communities. 
‘Elles se laissent d’autant plus facilement aller au libertinage’, the mémoire stated, arguing that the 
barriers to prostitution were much lower for women during the Concordat.502 The agreement had thus 
impaired the morals: ‘il en a malheureusement banni l’antique simplicité des moeurs’.503 Interestingly, 
this discourse of the mémoire on fraud and lack of social pressure acknowledged the agency of migrants 
and the need to curtail it. As had been stated in the proposal, locating settlement in the place of residence 
would allow for a higher degree of social control over the poor’s behaviour, the exiteers believed. 
 
The mémoire was used as an addition to the request to demonstrate the opposition to the concordat. But 
the exiteers argued that the central legislation of 24 October 1750 similarly did not suffice. The mémoire 
ended with the following statement: 
 
‘D’après l’esquisse qu’on veut de retracer des maux et des désastres que le concordat produit, sur tout 
la liberté illimitée de se choisir une demeure et ce non obstant la loi de l’entretien imposée au lieu de 
la naissance (...) que dorénavant le domicile seul décidera de l’obligation actuelle de l’entretien, en 
n’admettant à la demeure après la publication de la volonté, les étrangers non sujets, les regnicoles, les 
habitans de la même province, et ceux de la même châtellenie, que sous les distinctions et les conditions 
qu’elle trouvera bon de prescrire respectivement à leur égard’.504  
 
The unlimited mobility of the Concordat had produced many ‘evils and disasters’, according to the 
memoir. Instead, only the place of residence should be held accountable for relief. Parish overseers 
should be allowed to restrict and regulate migration ‘under the distinctions and the distinctions that they 
wish to prescribe respectively in their respect’.505 
  The main grievances mentioned in the mémoire concerned the lack of control in the Concordat. 
Parish overseers had no means of monitring incoming migration. There was moreover no insurance 
against the settlement obtained by and relief to be paid for locally-born children of resident immigrants. 
Other issues of the Conordat were the removal of people to their settlement parishes to which they had 
no connection. This also implied a lack of social control on the behaviour of the poor, as the behaviour 
of migrants had no implications for their relief claims to a far-off parish of settlemen.506 The motives of 
the exiteers are investigated in the paragraphs below, but first, we will turn to the contents of the new 
settlement proposal, followed by the central government’s response to the request and a deconstruction 
of the motives to exit the Concordat. 
 
New Settlement Legislation 
Instead of settlement in the birthplace as in the Concordat, the exiteers thus proposed settlement in the 
place of residence. Everyone resident in the city or parish had access to local poor relief. In that sense, 
                                               








the proposal was similar to the system in Maldegem Ambacht, discussed in chapter one.507 This region 
had refused to enter the Concordat because of migration patterns: local labour demand was satisfied by 
local labourers and complemented by outward seasonal migration to Zealand Flanders. Maldegem and 
its local parishes Aldegem and Sint-Laureins therefore had their own settlement regulation. Locals were 
allowed to move freely throughout the region and could demand relief in the place where they had ‘lost 
the means to maintain themselves’.508 
  The 1773 proposal moreover had a strong aspect of control. It reintroduced moral certificates 
and added caution payments, with different amounts to be paid for by immigrants from within the same 
rural district, immigrants from a different region and immigrants from a different country.509 Degrees of 
distance were taken into account here as a form of risk management: nearby migrants were most likely 
from regions included in the proposal, whereas the communications with regions further away could be 
more complicated. The proposal favored more control on incoming movement, but also prohibited 
homeowners to rent out properties to immigrants without consent. Immigrants were moreover obliged 
to report themselves to the overseers, presenting a moral certificate and a caution. People who abstained 
from doing so, could be removed. However, someone who had been resident for over three years could 
less easily be removed. The proposal thus in some sense also resembled the English and Welsh Removal 
Act of 1662.510 It betted strongly on control of incoming migrants. The board of the castellany of Furnes 
had issued similar ordinances, inter alia forbidding renting out property to ‘aliens’ and urging parish 
overseers to check the documents of all incoming migrants.511 Such ordinances came forth from 
suspicions of negligence and fraud. The castellany for example also ordered all parishes to install a chest 
in which the poor relief accounts were to be kept and sealed. In short, the main change this legislation 
proposed with regard to the Concordat and central legislation was the inclusion of resident immigrants 
in poor relief, combined with restrictions and especially stricter controls of incoming mobility.  
  
The central government did not grant the 1773 request fully: it refused the new settlement proposal.512 
After deliberations with the Council of Flanders, Empress Maria Theresia issued a decree in March 1776 
allowing the critics to leave the Concordat.513 They had to follow central legislation instead. The October 
1750 decree on settlement by merit remained valid. An immigrant could gain settlement after three years 
residence while contributing to local taxes.514  Living in a community and contributing to taxes for a 
fixed period of three years gave someone an entitlement to claim assistance from local resources in times 
of destitution. The 1773 proposal did not fit within this philosophy. It placed settlement in the place of 
residence without further qualification in terms of length of residence or payment of taxes.515 The Privy 
Council stated it preferred one legislation for a larger region, instead of allowing for more internal 
diversity in settlement law.516 In that sense, the March 1776 decree allowing for the exit fitted the 1757 
decree, which had only allowed the central decree of October 1750 and the Concordat and did not 
approve of another legislative change.517 
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  The subsequent November 1776 proposal for a new local agreement shared the foundations of 
the 1773 proposal but contained transitional measures.518 Poor migrants (or alien poor) who were 
currently maintained elsewhere by their parish of birth would continue to remain the latter’s 
responsibility, but from now on migrants who became destitute should be relieved by their parish of 
residence. Again, the proposal was somewhat comparable to the earlier discussed legislation of 
Maldegem Ambacht.519  
  
Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges sent the proposal out for approval to the appendant and contribuant 
parishes of the Liberty of Bruges.520 Some of the parishes complied, but many refused. The motives 
behind these decisions, as well as the broader motives behind the policy changes, are discussed in the 
next paragraphs. They relate to considerations on interdepedence between neighbouring parishes, cities  
and rural districts in according settlement regulation, changes in poverty and poor relief, social control 
and migration awareness. 
 
 
2.3 Local and Regional Interdependence 
 
Political and geopolitical considerations of standardisation and harmonisation across borders formed 
one of the main factors behind the decision to exit the Concordat. They are defined here as the relations 
between parishes, cities and rural districts in terms of power balances, collaborative efforts and 
geographical vicinity. The exiteers were especially concerned with reciprocity, such as the pervasiveness 
of settlement regulation and whether or not members followed this legislation in practice. The remainers 
on the other hand stressed the need for cross-district and cross-border collaboration and reciprocity.
  
   One such factor were the conflicts over individuals’ settlement and removal. The exiteers stated 
that the Concordat had not prevented or restricted such conflicts.521 Instead, they had only continued to 
increase. They had been one of the main motives for collaboration in 1750.522 The creators had 
considered such conflicts too expensive, especially as litigation could take several years. By proposing 
internal arbitration instead of litigation at courts, and especially by introducing clear, uniform legislation 
(including many specific exceptions to for example widows, orphans and unmarried children),523 the 
Concordat had intended to reduce the impact of conflicts. In reality they however continued to occur. 
Although settlement was defined relatively clearly, there was an ambiguity in the Concordat law with 
regard to removal.524 Poor migrants were to be sent back to their birthplace to be relieved there, but on 
the other hand, every individual was allowed to settle in the place that best suited his interests. Host and 
settlement parishes were for example not keen on ‘removing’ ill but otherwise able-bodied men to their 
birthplaces, because they could return to work when they became healthy again.525 
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         Settlement and residence parishes sometimes had opposing interests with regard to out-parish 
relief or removal.526 The conflicts over individuals continued, which did not augment the support for the 
Concordat. They were however not only based on individuals: power balances were another reason. 
Lille, for example, was accused of not taking back its own poor, whereas the city did deport Flemish 
poor migrants.527 In 1772, the administrator of the Lille poor relief had responded his colleague in Menin 
that he would not take care of other poor people than those who were currently domiciled there, thus 
refusing to accept emigrated natives.528   
 
This issue of parishes or cities not taking back their own poor was one of the common complaints of the 
exiteers. It relates to what is known in literature as the ‘geographical free-riders problem’. Olson came 
up with this thesis in 1965, and it has been elaborated upon by De Swaen and Van Leeuwen.529 In short, 
cities wanted to provide as little assistance to migrants as possible and send them on their way 
somewhere else. No community wanted to bear the responsibility for their relief. The concept is used 
mostly as an argument for explaining why organising welfare collectively is difficult and why it has 
often failed in the past.530 In the complaints considering the Concordat, the free-riders issue also related 
to the difficulties concerned with removal. Before assisting a settled emigrant, settlement parishes 
generally wanted to check whether they were actually in need or ill. They thus tried to gather 
information, for example by sending a local doctor to this emigrant.Some parishes easily provided in 
providing relief to resident immigrants, because they knew that their parish of settlement had to pay for 
it eventually.531 Some of the issues related to removal are illustrated in the case of Ferdinand Allard, 
who was confined in the dépôt de mendicité in Lille.532 These dépôts were some sort of prisons which 
had been constructed throughout France between 1764 and 1767 to maintain public order. Confining 
vagrants, gens sans aveu and beggars in these depots was part of the reform of French poor relief, mostly 
attempted towards policing the poor and maintaining public order.533 In the case of Allard, the dépôt in 
Lille wanted to remove him to his birthplace in Flanders of the Austrian Netherlands, but several 
documents were necessary to allow for this transport. Aside from the dépôt and city board of Lille, the 
settlement parish of Proven, the department of Arras (France) and even the court of Versailles were 
involved in the conflict:  
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The need for harmonisation and reciprocity was an oft-used argument in both the negotiations in 1773 
and in 1776.535 The larger the territory an agreement encompassed, the better. Or, in other words, an 
agreement which was followed by more parishes and cities was considered more valuable. Several 
parishes of the Liberty of Bruges therefore joined the exit but declined the proposal for settlement in 
residence. They preferred to follow central legislation, because of its pervasiveness. This had in 1750 
been the main reason for the district of Ghent to not join the Concordat.536 Guaranteeing mutual 
settlement legislation, i.e. neighbouring districts following the same rules, was an important motive in 
changing settlement legislation. This will be discussed in greater detail below in the paragraph on 
migration patterns. 
         The parish of Kaprijke rejected the 1773 exit because of considerations of interdependence.537  
The parish board was in the midst of a conflict with the castellanies of Cassel and of Lille over an 
individual’s settlement and removal. It wanted to solve this conflict first. The reciprocity between France 
and Flanders, as guaranteed by the Concordat, therefore came in handy. Ensuring mutual legislation also 
formed a reason for Ardooie, a parish in the south-east of the Liberty of Bruges, to refuse to exit.538 
Ardooie replied it would only join the new proposal if neighbouring parishes did so as well. The 
castellanies of Ypres and Menin had moreover summoned Ardooie that it would remain responsible for 
paying out-parish relief to the Ardooie natives residing in Ypres and Menin, as these castellanies had 
not left the Concordat. The settlement of these poor migrants would remain in the place of birth and the 
‘burden’ of their relief would thus remain on the shoulders of Ardooie. The parish therefore decided not 
to join the 1776 proposal, at least for the time being, and demanded advice from the Liberty of Bruges 
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The life story of Ferdinand Allard 
 
A native of Proven, of the Flemish Furnes district, Ferdinand Allard found himself locked up in the 
depot de mendicité (roughly translated as beggars’ prison) in Lille, France. It was on the eve of the 
French Revolution, between the end of 1788 and spring 1789. Such dépôts de mendicité had been 
created in the last quarter of the eighteenth century throughout France, making part of a global process 
called ‘le grand enfermement’. To exert social control and to keep ‘deviants’ such as poor people or 
beggars out of the public domain, the gendarmeries were to arrest them and put them in a regional 
depot. Lille functioned as dépôt for the entire region of Maritime Flanders: Allard must thus have been 
arrested somewhere in North-France. Upon finding out he was Flemish, the prison board insisted to 
send him to Flanders to be relieved there.  The court of Versailles mingled in the conflict, interestingly 
because this could have remained within the scope of the Concordat: legally speaking, there was no 
need to involve the king. Versailles urged Furnes to verify Allard’s personal details, in order for 
Versailles to create a passport for him to send him away. In the future, Furnes should address Lille 
regarding such matters. Furnes confirmed Lille in October 1788 they would undertake the necessary 
actions for Allard’s return. The department of Arras later replied to Furnes that they had created a 
laissez-passer for Allard for him to return to Furnes.534 
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on how to prevent future conflicts. The town of Diksmuide motivated its refusal with similar 
arguments.539 Like Ardooie, Diksmuide wanted to remain in the Concordat in order to solve a settlement 
and removal conflict with the neighbouring rural parish of Esen, which made part of the castellany of 
Furnes. If this were to be settled, Diksmuide was partial to adopting the 1776 proposal.540 
  Geographic factors of interdependence meanwhile reinforced the continuity of the Concordat 
along the borders. The agreement was created along the French-Flemish frontiers and lasted longest in 
this area. The exiteers, located more to the north and east of the Concordat area, were the last to enter 
and the first to leave the agreement. Several parishes in the North of France even included the Concordat 
in their cahiers des doléances in the running-up to the French Revolution, because they wanted to 
continue the collaboration cross-borders.541 The 1773 exiteers did not share this conviction. This might 
have related to the regional economies, labour markets and the nature of migration patterns: Ypres, 
Furnes and Maritime Flanders made part of a larger coastal agrarian capitalist region, whereas the 
Liberty of Bruges and Courtrai had different or mixed economies. The border members were dominated 
by large-scale grain agriculture and husbandry, whereas Courtrai mostly consisted of small plots of land 
cultivated by peasants, complemented with cottage industry. The Liberty of Bruges was a mixed region. 
Especially agrarian capitalist regions were interested in the labour mobility that the Concordat promised, 
and as migrant-receiving areas, especially regarding labour mobility, they had no interest in settlement 
in the place of residence. Moreover, migration mostly took place on short distances. Inhabitants of 
Furnes, Ypres and North of France regularly crossed the borders in search of work, but migration from 
for example Bruges to France was less common. Especially the border regions, then, had interests in 
according legislation across borders, whereas the more distant the Liberty of Bruges had not. 
         Once again, the varying reasons to remain in the Concordat or exit, and to follow the 1776 
Bruges proposal or central legislation, demonstrate how parishes valued the harmonisation of relations 
with other communities by following the same legislation. Like in the creation of the Concordat, motives 
of harmonisation and uniformisation with neighbouring authorities formed an important factor in 
changing settlement legislation. 
 
 
2.4 Poverty and Poor Relief 
 
The mémoire accompanying the 1773 exit request stated that instead of limiting conflicts and easing the 
‘daily problems concerning poor migrants’, relief expenses had only increased.542 This claim is 
corroborated by the income and expenses balances of several poor tables in the Furnes district. Research 
of Thijs Lambrecht and Anne Winter into the organisation of poor relief in eighteenth-century Furnes 
has shown that expenses indeed increased markedly. Rising by about 150 per cent between 1740 and 
1795, this increase exceeded inflation rates and population growth.543 The rise moreover accelerated 
during the 1770s. The traditional income sources of the poor tables however maintained a relatively 
stable level. Parishes in the castellany of Furnes therefore increasingly resorted to levying poor taxes, 
as part of a more general reform of poor relief.544 Other research has indicated that the expenses of poor 
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tables in the Liberty of Bruges similarly increased in the late eighteenth century.545   
  Poor tables thus saw their expenses rise exponentially.546 Large-scale commercial grain farming 
and its need for seasonal labour had increased the pressure on relief resources in slack seasons. This 
coincided with population and poverty growth, and a slight increase in grain prices in the second half of 
the eighteenth century. This later trend is similar for most parts of north-western Europe: a comparable 
process took place in England for example. Poor relief accounts in rural Oxfordshire demonstrated rising 
expenditure from the mid-eighteenth century. Expenses even more than doubled in the last quarter of 
the eighteenth century.547 The Furnes’ expenditure increase moreover also corroborates with the findings 
for south-East England, which like Coastal Flanders was an agrarian capitalist area with relatively 
similar labour and relief practices.548  
  The increased relief expenses were one of the reasons stated by Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges 
to exit the Concordat in 1773.549 The initial Concordat members, especially the castellany of Furnes, 
tried to convince these ‘leavers’ to remain in the Concordat. The rising expenses were due to the 
economic cycle, increasing population and rising poverty, the Furnes castellany board argued.550 The 
Concordat had nothing to do with it: instead, collaborating would help counter these socio-economic 
problems. The exiteers did not follow these explanations and maintained that the Concordat was a 
failure.    
 
 
2.5 Social Control 
 
The new proposal accompanying the exit request was also motivated out of changed perceptions of 
social control. Notions on how to control the local community most efficiently were changing in the 
eighteenth century. New philosophies took ground on how to ‘modernise’ poor relief, or how to render 
it more ‘efficient’. This gave a new impulse to the on-going process of poor relief reforms, a process of 
which the origins date back to the sixteenth century.551 Historians generally agree that the changes from 
charity into more organised public relief took off in this century, although the dichotomies between 
formal and informal relief, as well as charity as civic institution and relief as public institution, are still 
debated.552 In the framework of inter alia social unrest and increasing poverty, local governments started 
to reconsider deservingness. Many parishes introduced bans on begging, a labour duty for the able-
bodied poor and a minimum stipend for non-ablebodied poor from a more centralised relief fund. This 
was, according to Soly, mostly put into practice in places where elites expected to combine such social 
control with regulation of the labour market.553 That is how the maintenance of the poor developed from 
charity to more or less organised poor relief.   
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  The eighteenth century witnessed a revival of such attempts at rationalisation. In France alone, 
about forty-eight books and pamphlets on mendicity were published between 1760 and 1790.554 
Thinkers such as Turgot were preoccupied with the threats of rural vagrancy. The French state installed 
dépôts de mendicité in each department between 1764 and 1767 to confine vagrants and beggars. In the 
north of France, Montlinot on the other hand argued against the workhouses as erected in Lille and other 
French cities, because they did nothing to improve the condition of the poor. He stated that education 
should be one of the main focuses of poor relief, instead of repression.555   
  The Southern Netherlands also underwent substantial reforms. Here, the ideas of Taintenier and 
Vilain XIIII gained a large following.556 Both mostly addressed institutional reforms which drew upon 
the sixteenth-century reforms. They disagreed on whether to privilege outdoor relief or use confinement 
as a means to discipline the poor and provide labour. Vilain XIIII argued for the construction of ‘general 
hospitals’, following the French example, to confine beggars and vagrants.557 Taintenier on the other 
hand argued for work stimulation programmes in combination with outdoor relief. He wanted to reform 
local relief institutions into one single urban ‘armenkamer’, thereby rendering the role of the parish 
obsolete.558 Ghent adopted Vilain XIIII’s example and created a general hospital, but his reforms did 
not find much following in West-Flanders. The ideas of Taintenier found more appreciation there.559 
His reform into ‘poor chambers’ had started in Ath, where he was alderman, and spread to a.o. the city 
of Courtrai (1774), Bruges (1776) and Tournai (1777).560  Lis and Soly have argued that these reforms 
mostly took place in urban industrial centers where manufacturers lacked sufficient inexpensive 
labour.561 Malines and Bruges for example declined the reforms because they had only few large 
manufactures. The cities that did adopt the urban poor chambers, on the other hand, were manufacturing 
centers, including the above mentioned Courtrai, Bruges and Tournai, as well as Ath (1772), Ghent 
(1777), Antwerp (1779), Verviers (1782) and Lier (1787).562 Lis has demonstrated how the needs of the 
labour market were the main factors explaining the reforms in Antwerp.563 The city underwent an 
extensive transformation known as de nieuwe bestiering, which also included the creation of an urban 
poor chamber. Lis’ research has demonstrated that this reform rather stemmed from economic 
pragmatism than from idealism: the urban elites were interested in regulating the labour market.564 
 
The reforms differed from place to place but were also to a certain extent adopted in the Concordat area. 
Several cities, such as Tournai, Courtrai and Bruges adopted Taintenier’s reforms.565 The Liberty of 
Bruges adopted the notion of workfare, which came forth from an increasing resistance against the 
idleness of able-bodied poor receiving relief (for example in slack seasons).566 Workfare was proposed 
as a remedy: those able to work, should be employed during their relief. Bruges and the Liberty of 
Bruges both initiated programmes to stimulate the employment of the relief recipients. Bruges had a 
fishing programme, the Liberty of Bruges distributed looms to its relief recipients in the countryside - a 
sort of cottage industry was supposed to prevent idleness and reduce the costs of relief - the recipients 
would work, providing additional income for the ‘poor table’. 
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Bruges also eventually reformed its poor tables into a single urban poor chamber.567 The city consisted 
of six parishes which each had their own poor table. Independently of these, the city also contained 
several hospitals or ‘gasthuizen’. Bruges had initially been hesitant to adopt the reforms, inter alia 
because the poor tables relied heavily on begging as alternative income strategy in times that relief was 
not enough to maintain the poor population.568 The reform however forbade begging in its attempt to 
battle the idleness of the poor, and instead proposed workfare. The Bruges city council, which was 
heavily intermingled with the poor relief institutions, feared that this would only increase the number of 
relief dependants and relief expenditure. 
  The rationale behind the reforms in Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges was to gain control over 
the poor population in the city and in rural communities by effectively managing their makeshift 
economies. The poor were supposed to work when they received relief, which was supposed to benefit 
the local textile industry: weaving looms and materials to make fishing nets were distributed, providing 
a cheap labour force and supposedly generating income for the relief institutions. The relatively low 
relief levels moreover stimulated the poor to search for employment. The new system of settlement in 
the place of residence was also considered an improvement over settlement by birth because of the 
centralisation of relief assistance. Medical costs would be reduced by hiring one local doctor, and 
unexpected expenses on emigrants would be prevented. Instead, the city and village boards could 
monitor the labouring poor population receiving relief. Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges also mentioned 
the willingness of the local population to pay doles as a motive for settlement in the place of residence, 
because the population was expected to more readily do so if this was redistributed to fellow residents.569 
In the Concordat, on the other hand, such taxes and doles were redistributed to natives regardless of 
their place of residence. Limiting settlement to only those residing in the community, regardless of their 
origins, would thus enhance the common notions of community and belonging, Bruges and the Liberty 
of Bruges implied.570 
  
 
2.6 Migration Awareness 
 
The 1773 exit fitted within a broader context of crisis and reform in the 1770s. Concern about the 
problems that poor migrants posed to local communities had been rising. The castellany of Furnes, for 
example, had ordered an enquiry into the ‘vremde cortgezetenen’ in 1771.571 Cortgezetenen were the 
labourers and artisans who did not possess any property. They were taxed separately from the regular 
land tax, called pointynghen. This enquiry focused specifically on ‘aliens’ (i.e. vreemden) because ‘the 
number of aliens in the parishes of the chatellany had grown remarkably, which had been caused by 
negligence in demanding certificates and identity papers, which was very detrimental to the public’.572 
Complaints had come forth considering alien poor begging on the streets. Parish overseers were 
therefore supposed to note the names, their profession and origins of the alien labourers, and also 
whether these families (including the children) had been caught begging, an income strategy that was 
forbidden at the time.    
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These enquiries showed that especially the polder regions had received high levels of immigrants or at 
least displayed mounting concern over their presence. The castellany board of Furnes thereupon ordered 
that poor immigrants who were being relieved by other parishes should be sent back to their birthplaces, 
regardless of whether they had been resident for a while or had just arrived.573 The castellany thus no 
longer allowed out-parish relief and instead removed all of a sudden all immigrant paupers. A later 
circulatory letter also warned parish overseers to always check if someone had a warranty letter or moral 
certificate from within the Concordat region or not, and to register immigrants in the parish registers.574 
The board blamed the overseers for not verifying whether incoming migrants held identity documents. 
Accusing the overseers of idleness, the board ordered that all warranty letters and moral certificates 
should be checked in the future.575 All migrants without proper documents were moreover to be 
removed.576 The consequences of this order were described in the memoirs of the sexton of the parish 
of Reningelst in coastal Flanders, quoted by Thijs Lambrecht.577 In May 1772, the sexton recorded in 
his diary that parishes throughout the coastal area were ordering immigrants to return to their 
birthplaces.578 Families were collectively mounted on carts transporting them back. According to the 
sexton, some of these evictions were illicit because they targeted migrant families who had not even 
applied for relief.579 The 1773 exit, then, followed in the wake of this upheaval of migrants being 
transported to their birthplaces. 
  The 1771 enquiry had been the first investigation of migration balances, and it prompted a more 
elaborate examination of the mobility patterns of the poor.580 The only earlier information we now have 
for mobility in this region is an enquiry into labour relations in the district of Furnes in 1759, which also 
distinguished between resident day labourers and ‘alien’ or temporary day labourers.581 All other 
relevant information can, for now, only be derived from sources post French Revolution, such as the 
population census of year IV, the enquiry into labour mobility of 1811 or the population census of 1814-
1815.582 That makes the enquiries of 1776 into out-parish relief, discussed below,  and especially their 
level of details, an exceptional source for eighteenth-century Flanders.583 The increasing investigations 
of migration are moreover a clear sign of an increasing awareness by local authorities over migration 
streams.  
 
After the March 1776 decree denied the request for settlement in residence, the Liberty of Bruges wanted 
to have an overview of the places of residence and places of settlement of migrant paupers receiving 
out-parish relief in anticipation of the exit.584 This should help to make clear arrangements and prevent 
conflicts in the future. The castellany board sent out an enquiry to the parishes of the Liberty of Bruges, 
the city of Bruges, the castellany of Furnes and cities as Diksmuide and Menin.585 Some replies were 
negative. Several authorities mentioned that they had not levied taxes in the past year and could therefore 
not provide an overview of immigrant pauper inhabitants. The replies of several parishes and cities with 
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nominal lists are however conserved in the archives, notably of the city of Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges 
and the castellany of Furnes. These have been collected in aggregate lists which have been conserved in 
the archives of inter alia the Liberty of Bruges. The quantitative analysis below is based on these 
aggregate lists and complemented with information from the nominal lists for contextualisation of the 
sources.  
   Geographical patterns of out-parish relief as captured by the 1776 enquiry had not been 
monitored before. In the 1776 enquiry, each parish had to list the number of the resident alien paupers 
from a different castellany.586 The enquiry in principle only covered migrants who received out-parish 
relief in the past year, with their places of settlement and places of residence. It did not cover all 
migrants, but only out-resident paupers in receipt of relief, whose place of residence was in a different 
district than their place of settlement, limited to those between the Liberty of Bruges, the city of Bruges 
and the castellany of Furnes. This parish-based data was summarised in lists of the poor immigrants 
 
- resident in the Liberty of Bruges with settlement in one of the rural or urban parishes of the 
castellany of Furnes; 
- resident in the castellany of Furnes with settlement in one of the rural or urban parishes in the 
Liberty of Bruges; 
- resident in Bruges with settlement in one of the rural or urban parishes in the Liberty of Bruges; 
- resident in the Liberty of Bruges with settlement in one of the urban parishes of Bruges. 
The data thus provides information only on inter-district migration, or migration between the rural 
district and the city, and only on those who received out-parish relief. Someone born and settled in the 
parish of Alveringem (Furnes) but residing in Izenberge (Furnes) for example was not visible in these 
enquiries: only people crossing the borders between the castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges 
were mentioned. The aggregate lists contained the names of the individuals, their place of settlement 
and of residence and the relief they had received in the past year. 587  
  
Patterns of Interdistrict Out-Parish Relief, 1776 
The enquiries have been plotted in two series: migration between Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges on 
the one hand and between the castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges on the other hand. I have 
made a map for each series. Map 7 shows the out-parish paupers between Bruges and the Liberty of 
Bruges. Map 8 visualises settlement parishes (in blue) and the residence parishes (in red) of the out-
resident paupers of Bruges in the Liberty of Bruges and vice versa.  
 
As for the paupers settled in Bruges and resident in the Liberty of Bruges, these out-parish recipients 
mostly lived in the rural hinterland near the city. Relatively few people moved more than 15 
kilometers,588 and that most migration from Bruges to the countryside took place to the polders, as well 
as some to sandy areas. Employment opportunities in the polders were especially high, as this 
agricultural area relied to a large extent on seasonal labour and day labourers. The sandy area 
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destinations of migrants from Bruges were known for its flax cultivation.589 Map 7 visualises the places 
of residence (in red) and places of settlement (in blue) of out-resident paupers from the Liberty of Bruges 
who resided in Bruges. They mostly came from a handful of parishes in the sand area, and from several 
different parishes in the polder area. These were mostly female and often concerned widows: migration 
to the city formed a survival strategy.590 The fact that most migration captured by this enquiry took place 
to and from parishes within a 15 kilometer radius around Bruges also relates to the bias in the sources. 
The enquiry only mapped migration of Bruges natives to the Liberty of Bruges, or conversely, the 
Liberty of Bruges natives to Bruges and onlythose in receipt of out-resident relief. Other sources on 
migration patterns however confirm that most migration was short distance.591 
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The second series plotted are the poor immigrants who moved between the Liberty of Bruges and the 
castallany of Furnes. Plotting the places of settlement and the places of residence of people (more 
specifically, households) from the Liberty of Bruges residing in the Furnes district and vice versa on 
one map leads to the results shown in map 8. Here, the blue dots concern places of settlement, red stands 
for place of residence. The lines link the place of settlement of one household to the place of residence. 
The larger the dot, the more individuals are related to this place. Some places are represented with a 
partially blue and partially red dot. The rural parish of Kaaskerke, for example, represents five 
households: three settled households living elsewhere, two resident households settled elsewhere. This 
is illustrated by a relatively large dot, of which a share of three-fifth is coloured blue (place of residence) 
in the figure and two-fifth is coloured red (place of settlement). The dot for Esen is a similar size as the 
one for Kaaskerke, representing six households. These were however all settled in Esen but resident 
elsewhere, which makes for an entirely blue dot.  
  Map 8 shows a remarkable concentration along a North-West – South-East axis along 
Nieuwpoort and Diksmuide. Not surprisingly, this axis coincides with the borders between the Liberty 
of Bruges and Furnes. The map, then, does not necessarily show that these regions were highly mobile: 
instead, most migration in the region concerned short-distance migration, and only along the border did 
short-distance migration generally concern crossing the border, thus making such migration moves 
visible in the 1776 enquiry.   
  Also, following these migration patterns, one would expect that the parishes on the borders of 
Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges did not want to leave the concordat or join the 1776 proposal as some 
form of cross-border uniformity or coherence was in their interest – to decrease or prevent potential 
conflicts. This had indeed been the case for Diksmuide, for example. 
 
Other data on migration patterns in this region and time period also suggest that migration mostly took 
place along short distances.592 The polder regions moreover were the main migration destinations. This 
demonstrates how migration mostly functioned as labour strategy, as there was a high demand for 
labourers in these fertile agricultural areas. Although the polders had the highest share of immigrants 
among the total population, the above findings suggest that the links between receiving and sending 
parishes were more relevant than the actual share of immigrants. Or, in other words, regions along 
borders of districts were interdependent on one another for migration and settlement regulation. This 
explains why the Concordat came into existence in a border region, and why several border parishes of 
the Liberty of Bruges preferred to remain in the Concordat to settle conflicts or collaborate with parishes 
in, for example, the districts of Furnes or Ypres. In the case of migrants dependent on relief while 








                                               

















































































































































Despite these promising indications on the relevance of migration patterns for the exit of the Concordat, 
the sources do pose some limitations. They only represent people receiving out-resident relief from one 
district while residing in a different district and vice versa, limited to the out-parish relief between the 
castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges, and out-parish relief between the Liberty of Bruges and 
the city of Bruges. They do not reflect the share of these individuals on the total immigrant population. 
For example, perhaps other resident immigrants in the castellany of Furnes had crossed much larger 
distances, or perhaps Furnes had received more alien poor from Ypres than from the Liberty of Bruges. 
Many migrants did not receive outdoor relief. Nevertheless, the findings do corroborate with the thesis 
of Rosental.593 He argued that pre-industrial rural society was more mobile than previously assumed – 
but that this mobility, the daily lived realities of small-scale migrations, had simply not been represented 
in the sources used by historians focusing on urbanisation or international migration.594 As this chapter 
has suggested, however, such short-distance migration could also have severe implications for local 
communities. 
  Out-parish relief receiving paupers mostly resided towards polder areas, where a high demand 
for labourers existed. The fertile agricultural areas depended heavily on day labourers and seasonal 
labourers. Another remarkable pattern was the migration along the borders of the districts. This also 
relates to a bias in the sources. Migrants generally moved short distances, which makes that the out-
parish relief distributed to paupers originating from and residing in border parishes is represented most 
in this enquiry. Border parishes especially needed to guarantee reciprocity with neighbours to ensure 
following the same regulations across the borders. Mobility patterns of out-parish paupers, especially 
the short-distance character of everyday mobility as part of the makeshift economies of the poor, thus 
form an important explanatory factor for the changing settlement and belonging. 
  It is impossible for now to conclude to what extent these migration patterns had actually changed 
between the start of the Concordat and the exit movement. Instead there appears to have been continuity 
in migration to the polders, high mobility levels and short distances.595 The migration patterns, then, did 
not necessarily change. Awareness of migration patterns increased instead, which is reflected by the fact 
that such surveys were undertaken. This is also reflected in the changing discourses in the negotiations. 
When the Concordat was created and spread throughout Flanders, parishes mostly focused on the 
opportunity it offered to prevent future conflicts. The 1773 and 1776 negotiations on the other hand 
rather dealt with migration balances and communities. These leaving communities had only started 
analysing the mobility patterns of the poor in the 1770s. This related to problems concerning begging, 
as well as a rising awareness of out-parish relief practices and a general increase in poverty. We might 
speculate, then, that these city and district boards had not been aware of the migration balances and the 
consequences for the communities when entering the Concordat in the 1750s and 1760s. Only in the 
process of distinguishing between the different levels of belonging of resident natives, resident 
immigrants and emigrated natives for access to local poor relief in the context of the Concordat’s 
settlement legislation did the members become aware of migration patterns. This changed the 
perceptions of local interests with regard to settlement and migration. This contrasts sharply with the 
often ad-hoc considerations for entering the Concordat which had often been induced by ongoing 
conflicts over individuals’ settlement and/or removal. The question remains as to how this relates to 
variations in economy, agriculture and soil type. There are so far no indications in that direction. For 
now, however, we might conclude that the changing notions of belonging and changing rhetoric and 
principles of settlement related to changed conceptions of migration balances, of immigration and 
emigration on a regional scale, and of short-distance migration systems.   
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The 1776 enquiries also entailed the expenses made to recipients over the past two years. This allowed 
the city of Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges and the castellany of Furnes to assess the expenses related to 
out-parish relief and to have an overview of the implications of changes in settlement legislation for the 
poor table acounts. The expenses concerned the relief distributed to settled paupers of the district. As 
the table below shows, the Liberty of Bruges distributed in total about 1073 pound parisis of relief to 
settled paupers who were resident in the district of Furnes. The sources thus do not account for transfers 
between the districts, but between one district and its non-resident paupers. There were large differences 
between individual households: some only received a few shillings, whereas others received over 12 
pounds, which came down to about eleven days of winter wages.596 When comparing the expenses and 
the number of recipients between Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges, some striking differences are 
revealed.  
 
Table 1: Interdistrict out-parish relief expenses per household, 1776.  
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Out-parish paupers of the castellany of Furnes residing in the Liberty of Bruges thus generally received 
an annual amount of relief equivalent to 33 days of wages per household, whereas the out-parish poor 
of the Liberty of Bruges residing in the castellany of Furnes received an equivalent of about 51 days of 
wages. The annual expenses per out-parish recipient household at first appear relatively high compared 
to the average levels of relief distributed to pauper households in Flanders. Van den Broeck, Lambrecht 
and Winter observed that the average relief distribution per pauper household in Flanders in 1808 
amounted to about 16 days worth of wages for a male agricultural labourer, with a maximum of about 
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90 days of wages.599 The castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges had moderate to relatively high 
levels of relief distribution per pauper household.600 For the top 10 per cent of parishes with high relief 
income, the average distribution amounted to about 32.5 days of wages.601 That is relatively comparable 
to the levels in the 1776 enquiries. The enquiry demonstrates that especially the Liberty of Bruges 
households in the castellany of Furnes received high amounts of out-parish relief. This could be 
explained by the generosity of the Liberty of Bruges poor tables on the one hand (supply-side), or the 
lack of labour income opportunities for the immigrant poor in the castellany of Furnes on the other hand 
(demand-side).602  
  Leaving aside the expenses per household, there was a disbalance in total expenses between the 
castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges. If the inter-district out-parish migrants would become 
dependent on their place of residence, the Liberty of Bruges would have higher expenses which equalled 
about 169%. The total expenses for those immigrant paupers in the Liberty of Bruges (originating from 
the castellany of Furnes) after all amounted to about 1814 pounds parisis, whereas the total expenses for 
Liberty of Bruges’ natives resident in the castellany of Furnes were ‘only’ about 1073 pounds parisis. 
Settlement by birth would thus imply lower expenses for the Liberty of Bruges, based on this enquiry. 
The new proposal of settlement in the place of residence was not financially beneficial to the Liberty of 
Bruges. This argues for the weight exerted by other considerations, notably the new ideas on social 
control. 
 
The fact that the castellany of Furnes, Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges called for an investigation of 
the relative expenses on out-parish relief demonstrates their intentions of making a cost-benefits analysis 
of settlement legislation. The data discussed above imply that the bilateral balances of out-parish relief 
in the context of the Concordat was beneficial to the castellany of Furnes. This castellany hosted 19 
pauper households from the Liberty of Bruges, who received about 51 days of wages of annual relief 
per household. If these households were to obtain settlement in the castellany of Furnes, the relief 
expenses of parishes in this castellany would increase considerably. The out-parish relief expenses of 
households settled in the castellany of Furnes residing in the Liberty of Bruges received less relief per 
household. Based on these calculations, the Concordat’s settlement by birth would have been financially 
beneficial to Furnes and less beneficial to the Liberty of Bruges. If the Liberty of Bruges left the 
Concordat and either implemented settlement in the place of residence or settlement by residence and 
tax payments, this would result in the Liberty of Bruges being responsible for the relief of the ‘less 
expensive’ paupers originating from the castellany of Furnes. These considerations, albeit selective and 
limited, might have influenced the Liberty of Bruges in its decision to implement settlement in the place 
of residence.   
  Such cost-benefit considerations also resonated in the reasons for joining the shift to immigrant 
inclusion or remaining in the Concordat. The rural parish of Koolskamp in the Liberty of Bruges for 
example declined the 1776 proposal out of economic motives based on cost-benefit considerations.603 
The parish stated to contain about fifty households who made their living from begging. Following the 
central decrees, these beggars should be relieved by neighbouring parishes, considering they had been 
born elsewhere and had not yet resided in Koolskamp for three years. Moreover, Koolskamp did not 
have large out-parish relief flows so that few savings would be made in that respect by returning to a 
legislation of settlement in the place of residence.604 Migration balances, then, made that Koolskamp 
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preferred the central decree over the Bruges proposal. A shift to that proposal would only increase 
Koolskamp’s relief expenses.  
 
2.7 Concluding Remarks 
This chapter has discussed the grievances of several members regarding the Concordat and the shift 
from nativism to the inclusion of immigrants, notably in Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges. Among the 
main issues of these members were the lack of control and monitoring in the Concordat model of 
settlement. Other things being equal, settlement by birth benefits parishes with a relatively high level of 
immigration and relatively little birth numbers and emigration by natives. Parishes with a high 
population number, or a high emigration balance, on the other hand, would have heightened expenses. 
‘Their’ paupers would have no opportunities of obtaining settlement elsewhere. The benefits of the 
Concordat to such ‘emigration parishes’, however, would be that the labouring poor were free to move 
and settle elsewhere and could thus move in function of employment or other survival strategies such as 
social networks or kinship, which would reduce their overall reliance on relief.   
  Despite these hopes of installing free mobility as an instrument of engineering the makeshift 
economies of the poor and supplying flexible labour mobility for the demands of the labour market, 
precisely the lack of migration regulation and control was one of the main grievances of the exiteers. 
Parishes lacked an overview of immigration flows, as overseers often did not check moral certificates 
or warranty letters of immigrants, especially when they lodged with others or in little cottages or shacks. 
Moreover, the children born from immigrant families did obtain settlement by birth. Although the 
Concordat formed a common insurance against immigrants obtaining settlement, locally-born children 
could still drive up the number of relief recipients and the relief expenses as a consequence of 
immigration. Lastly, removal and out-parish relief both demanded travelling which was deemed 
unnecessary. Removal was often replaced with out-parish relief, as the transport of migrants to their 
settlement parish, especially when ill, was considered expensive and redundant. Out-parish relief was 
however not considered an ideal solution as it also involved travel. Overseers of the parish of settlement 
had to travel to an out-parish pauper to check expenses, reimburse the local poor table or send a doctor 
or an intermediary to arrange this.   
  For these grievances, Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges proposed an exit to the Concordat, to be 
replaced with settlement in the place of residence. That would allow for better monitoring and social 
control of the labouring poor. The request was signed by other Concordat members as well, such as the 
cities of Courtrai and Poperinge (which did not agree with settlement in residence but simply wanted to 
exit the Concordat). The request was only partially granted by the Privy Council, which reiterated the 
1757 decree: authorities had to follow the Concordat or the central legislation on settlement by three 
years’ residence and tax payment. Most of the initial ‘exiteers’ left the Concordat. Bruges and the Liberty 
of Bruges continued the proposal for ‘settlement in residence’ as a local bilateral agreement. Not all 
parishes belonging to the Liberty of Bruges joined this agreement, some preferrred to remain in the 
Concordat or follow central legislation.  
  The possible interests for rural districts, cities and parishes to leave or remain in the Concordat 
were diverse. Like in the creation process of the Concordat, cost-benefit considerations and motives of 
harmonisation and standardisation, including a variation on the geographical free-riders problem, 
partially explained this change in settlement systems. The risen relief expenses had induced the 
adversion to the Concordat. Several parishes also made calculations based on the immigrant and 
emigrant households of their parish, to analyse whether the Concordat or settlement in residence would 
be financially beneficial to them.  
118 
 
Two main changes can be observed between the motives discussed in the exit negotiations and in the 
earlier negotiation process of the creation and extension of the Concordat. For one, Bruges, the Liberty 
of Bruges and some of their fellow Concordat ‘exiteers’ had become more acutely aware of the migration 
balances in the area – a reflection of which are the surveys in this domain that we find in the archives. 
As migration was mostly short distance, these more northern regions now perceived the need to 
cooperate with their neighbours and not with more distant regions across the French border. Parishes 
and rural districts became increasingly aware of the relative immigration and emigration ratios, 
something which they appear not to have monitored before. The Concordat and its distinction between 
native residents, immigrant inhabitants and settled immigrants gave rise for authorities to distinguish 
migration balances.   
  Moreover, the short distances of migration changed the perceptions of the need for local and 
regional interdependence. Although the Concordat creators had argued for the need of a uniform and 
harmonious regulation throughout Flanders, the exiteers changed their minds on exactly which regions 
to harmonise settlement legislation with.  Instead of collaborating with far-away regions, these exiteers 
preferred to collaborate with regions or places with which they shared migration streams. Other parishes 
preferred to continue collaborating with places with which they had pending conflicts over individuals’ 
removal. Such motives of harmonising interdependence were both reasons to exit or remain in the 
Concordat, depending on the direction and origins of local migrants. Perceptions of the scale of local 
and regional interdependence thus changed and became more nuanced.   
  The theories on social agrosystems thus do not explain these changes satisfactorily. Although 
Courtrai, one of the few non-coastal areas in the Concordat, did opt out in the 1770s, fellow exiteer the 
Liberty of Bruges did pertain to the agrarian capitalist model. Or, rather, the Liberty of Bruges was a 
mixed region, which demonstrates the importance of analysing these changes through the lense of 
microhistory. Following the social agrosystems explanation, one would expect the polder parishes of 
the Liberty of Bruges to at least remain in the Concordat because of their interests in flexible labour 
mobility. The remaining the Liberty of Bruges parishes were however located in the east of the district, 
forming part of the Flemish sand area and not of the polders. Instead, part of the explanation can be 
found in political and power related motives, namely the appendant and contribuant structures of the the 
Liberty of Bruges district. Only the appendanten and contribuanten had a say in leaving or not, and 
these were mostly located in the sandy area. The city of Diksmuide, which refused to exit the Concordat, 
is often considered as part of the polders but was actually in a transition area between polder and sandy 
loam soil. When plotted on a map, the decision of the Liberty of Bruges parishes becomes clear: they 
were bordering Furnes. Diksmuide for example finds itself on the border between the Liberty of Bruges 
and Furnes district. The city preferred to remain in the Concordat to settle an ongoing individual conflict 
with a parish of the castellany of Furnes.   
  Second, and perhaps more importantly, the changes were informed by new ideas on social 
control and relief reform. The reforms of social policy promoted workfare and prohibited begging as 
additional income strategy for deserving poor. Attempts to increase social control over poor relief 
recipients, however, were facilitated when they were under the eyes of the administrators who awarded 
their relief. These reforms included a change from providing relief to natives, some of whom had for 
years emigrated and therefore were less easily controlled, to actual residents who could be monitored 
and controlled.  These renewed ideas of social control, inspired by the general relief reforms taking place 
in the Southern Netherlands, especially by Taintenier, thus demanded changes in the locus of settlement. 
If relief was limited to residents, parishes and cities could monitor the population, exert social control 
and plan their relief policies accordingly. This chapter has thus demonstrated that migration and mobility 
were not necessarily primary concerns of legislators and local governments but could also be a 
sideproduct of social policies. In the case of the exiteers, allowing immigrants access to relief was 
intended as a means to try and render social control more efficient. Migration regulation thus was not 
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only a goal of governments, as has been observed in many other investigations, but also a means to 
effectuate other policies.   
 
This chapter has shown that the exit of the Concordat and the shift to immigrant inclusion came forth 
from new perceptions of local interests. In contrast to the creation process, decision-making on adopting 
new settlement legislation no longer had an ad-hoc nature, induced by individual settlement conflicts, 
but was instead based on notions of efficiency, cost-benefit calculations, social control and perceptions 
of interdependence. The exiteers had become more aware of the local migration balances and interests 
with regard to relief legislation. This does not imply that these realisations were justified or correct: 
several members petitioned in 1778 to abandon the settlement in residence agreement and resort to 
central legislation instead.605 The locus of settlement and the forms of collaboration with regard to 
harmonising legislation remained a topic of discussion in this region throughout the Ancien Régime. 
 The following chapter discusses how this evolved from 1776 onwards until the annexation of 
the Southern Netherlands to revolutionary France. It is the last chapter to discuss the institutional 
changes of the Concordat. The chapter investigates the consequences of the exit and the degree of 
continuity of the Concordat throughout the Ancien Régime. Focusing on how, why and for whom the 
Concordat continued to function, this chapter will help answer the questions regarding the interests and 
motives involved in including or excluding migrants from the local community. 
  
                                               






Chapter 3. Mixed Emotions: Continuity and 




After the exit of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges, the Concordat area slowly diminished in size. It did 
however remain in full force in the original area of northern France, Ypres and Furnes. The 1780s and 
1790s witnessed many changes, especially with regard to politics. Empress Maria Theresia was replaced 
by her son Joseph II, who introduced several reforms in social policy. Tax revolts in France evolved in 
the French Revolution, overthrowing the Ancien Régime. In the Low Countries, this was followed by 
the Brabantse Omwenteling (1789/1790) and by annexation to France.  
 
Historiography 
Several authors have argued that poor relief practices remained relatively similar, despite the reforming 
mindset of the late eighteenth century. France introduced dépôts de mendicité between 1764 and 1767 
and several cities in the Southern Low Countries transformed their multiple parochial poor tables into 
single urban ‘poor chambers’ in the 1770s as had been proposed by Taintenier.606 This included the 
abolition of begging, which had been an additional income strategy to the poor, as well as for several 
poor tables in Bruges. These institutions would provide begging licenses to their pauper if they were not 
able to provide sufficient relief.607 In the 1780s, moreover, several dozens of pamphlets were published 
in France discussing how to abolish mendicity and end the problems of poverty.608 Nevertheless, the 
structure of relief expenses and the governance of the poor tables remained relatively similar throughout 
the period.609 Relief in West Flanders for example continued to rely on boarding out to help the poor: 
poor table accounts accounted for boarding costs such as ‘tafelkosten’ (meals taken by relief receivers 
at the houses of other inhabitants) and lodging costs of relief recipients at other people’s houses.610 One 
major change in relief matters was the introduction of taxes as a relief revenue to deal with the increased 
expenses.611 Several parishes in the castellany of Furnes resorted to taxation in the late eighteenth 
century to deal with the increasing deficit between relief income and expenses. This is in line with the 
development of a mixed economy of welfare from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. The changes 
were also reflected in settlement practices, as demonstrated by the 1770s exit developments discussed 
in the previous chapter. Discussions on the best settlement options also took place in the region of 
Antwerp. These rural parishes of the Zeven Kwartieren of Arkel intended to adopt a settlement 
agreement similar to concordat, but eventually decided for settlement by residence.612 To date, however, 
only the normative framework of this agreement has been analysed.613  
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Materials and Methods 
This chapter discusses how and why the Concordat managed to survive in these politically turbulent 
times. It analyses the reactions to the exit and the implications for the functioning of the Concordat, 
focusing on the local institutional changes throughout this period and the negotiations behind these 
changes. It analyses to what extent the motives and interests of parishes, districts and national 
governments regarding settlement changed at the end of the eighteenth century.  The chapter is primarily 
based on the discussions regarding changing legislation. These mostly concerned the repercussions of 
the 1776 exit and the discussions of the exit conditions for other ‘leavers’. Most of these sources are 
thus correspondence, especially negotiations and requests, between the central government and local 
governments, as well as between France and the Southern Low Countries. The archives contained less 
sources regarding this period on a local level than had been the case for the creation of the Concordat. 
A second and additional source for this chapter are the cahiers des doléances, or, letters of grievances, 
that French estates and parishes had and presented to present to the States General in May 1789, 
preceding the Revolution. The cahiers of Maritime Flanders in France (the former castellanies 
Broucbourg, Bergues st Winoc, Cassel and Belle, who all formed part of the Concordat) have been 
printed and published.614 They provide insights into the complaints and requests for reform of several 
subjects including poor relief. Together, these sources are used to analyse the continuity and 
discontinuity of the late eighteenth century, as well as the different attitudes towards the Concordat 
between the varying institutions.   
  The chapter is structured chronologically, first discussing the reaction of the French state to the 
1776 exit, followed by the chronology of leaving and the negotiations on the implications of the exit. It 
is concluded with a discussion of the attitudes of local parishes in France to the Concordat as discussed 
in the cahiers des doléances. 
 
 
3.2 Diplomatic Crisis 
 
The exit of 1776 was not met with enthousiasm in France: instead, it evolved into a diplomatic conflict. 
Count Mercy d’Argenteau, the ambassador of the Southern Low Countries in Paris, had received a 
message from the French court. The French government demanded a revocation of the 1776 decree.615 
Members should not be allowed to leave the Concordat and the agreement should instead be extended 
throughout the Southern Netherlands. The court gave several reasons for why the Concordat had been a 
success. The abolition of warranty letters had been a good solution, as these warranty letters had 
presented a ‘charge qui tendait à detruire le germe de l’industrie et les principes de liberté’, according 
to the French court.616 Moreover, the Concordat allowed a person ‘la faculté de s’etablir dans l’endroit 
ou il trouve plus convenable de se fixer pour y vivre avec le produit de sa fortune et de ses talens’.617 
Versailles stated that the Concordat should not be abolished because of some petty complaints. The 
agreement had been a ‘smart move’, intended ‘to end the difficulties that residents were subjected to 
when leaving their homeland to establish themselves in another place or province’.618 It had moreover 
eased the issues concerning cross-border migrations, according to the letter. Prior to the Concordat, 
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people who could not present a warranty letter would not be admitted into new parishes in fear of them 
obtaining a settlement, the French court stated. Birth places however had often been reluctant of making 
the commitment of granting an individual a warranty letter – as this could ensure dependency for 
generations to come. According to Versailles, this obliged a person ‘to stay in their communities, where 
resources were not on the same level as in other places, and where circumstances did not allow him to 
abide by the rules for obtaining a warranty letter and moving out’.619 A certain class of citizens had 
always been victim to that policy. The Concordat had instead provided people the freedom of settling in 
any place they wanted. Allowing for unlimited labour mobility as additional income strategy for the 
labouring poor was thus one of the main benefits of the Concordat, according to the French government. 
The court moreover stated: 
 
‘It is clear that a similar legislation is very sensible in itself, since it tends to make citizens enjoy the 
precious right of freedom and to only charge the administrations of the place where they are born with 
the maintenance of the poor.’.620 
 
The French court thus equated the principles of the Concordat to values of liberty and freedom. For that 
matter, Versailles argued, the Concordat should be spread over the entire Southern Netherlands, in 
places where it did not clash with local regulations.621 Versailles demanded Brussels to revoke the 1776 
decree which had allowed for the exit.622 The Privy Council of the Austrian Netherlands however refused 
to do so.623 It decided to write a memoire for the ambassador Mercy d’Argenteau, so that he could 
smooth things over with the French court. In the initial memoire, saved in the archives as a draft version, 
the Privy Council stressed how the Council of Flanders and the Estates of Flanders had been consulted 
before allowing for the exit decree.624 Moreover, the Concordat had only been accepted as an exception, 
which parishes, cities and districts were allowed to join or leave. The central government had not 
initiated its creation and could only allow members to adopt or to exit. The Privy Council also initially 
added that the city of Lille had earlier been out of place when it had responded to Menin earlier that it 
would not maintain any poor accept those currently resident – ‘and we do not see any instances to oblige 
this city to conform to the Concordat which it had submitted itself to in 1750’.625 This argument, on the 
lack of reciprocity from the French side, was however not repeated in the final document. 
The Privy Council did add another explanation on why the Concordat could not last. It alluded to the 
local differences in migration and population balances as reason for the inequality in relief expenses 
caused by the birthplace criterion. The mémoire stated: 
‘Mais il n’est pas decidé que cet arrangement est également avantageux à toutes les administrations: 
celles dont la population est nombreuse ne pouvaient satisfaire qu’avec peine aux engagements qui en 
resultent à cause des dépenses déjà considérables pour l’entretien de leurs pauvres domiciliés qu’elles 
peuvent renvoier à aucun titre, et parce que l’obligation d’entretenir au surplus tous ceux que la grande 
population auroit fait emigrer dans les endroits ou ils seroient devenus pauvres dans la suite, seroit 
pour ces administrations une surcharge qui pourroit les ruiner.  
Celles au contraire qui manquent d’habitans et de population sont interessées à faciliter qu’on vienne 
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s’y établir, et que les nouveaux habitans seront en cas de pauvreté renvoiés au lieu de leur naissance, 
Il y a autres circonstances locales encore qui peuvent faire varier d’un endroit à l’autre les principes 
d’administration et d’économie à préscrire par rapport à l’entretien des pauvres.  
 Et l’on ne peut pas dire par conséquent que l’intérêts de toutes les administrations de la Flandre qui 
se trouvent d’ailleurs en deux puissances differentes sont les mêmes et que les principes doivent y être 
aussi les mêmes sur cet article.’626 
The Privy Council adressed local migration balances in its excuse to France during the diplomatic crisis. 
It stated that parishes with few inhabitants benefited largely from the Concordat, whereas parishes with 
high population numbers could barely see to the relief expenses because of the birth criterion. 
Historiography on settlement and labour mobility has offered the hypothesis that the birthplace criterion 
is beneficial to parishes with a high labour demand. It allows them to attract labourers without having 
the risks of them becoming a burden on the parish.627 Parishes with high levels of emigration would not 
benefit from it, as their dependants could never gain a settlement elsewhere. However, in the context of 
the Concordat, such sending parishes could benefit in the sense that their members were free to move 
elsewhere, move to places with better options for survival because of social networks or labour demand. 
In that sense, then, the agreement could have seemed and been beneficial to parishes that mostly 
functioned as sending areas as well. As chapter one and chapter two have shown, regional and local 
institutions only became aware of these migration balances and their implications along the course of, 
and because of, the Concordat. The quotes above of the Privy Council also demonstrate a new awareness 
of such balances and the divergent interests of different types of parishes. The Council however stressed 
on population ratios rather than migration balances. The use of the concept ‘migration’ is indeed rather 
modern: the mémoire by the Privy Council rather speaks about ‘nouveaux habitans’ and ‘pauvres 
domiciliés’, other Concordat sources for example discussed ‘étrangers’, ‘vreemdelingen’ and ‘natifs’.
 Looking at the different ‘burdens’ for parishes based on population ratios rather than migration 
balances, paints a different picture. Given that the incomes of poor tables were similar, even though they 
were relatively variable, parishes with higher birth numbers had higher absolute shares of potential relief 
receivers and thus higher potential relief burdens. Parishes with less births, or less natives, on the other 
hand had less poor table members. Lambrecht and Winter have argued that the income of poor relief 
tables was relatively ‘inelastic’ as they depended on their capital, such as local estates, for their income. 
Parishes therefore increasingly introduced taxes as additional income to the poor tables.628 The Privy 
Council must have become aware of these differences in relief burdens throughout the area. It is the only 
reference to population balances in the sources relating to the Concordat found so far. Further research 
is needed to assess the implications of this demographic hypothesis.  
In short, Joseph II and his administration did not give in and did not revoke the 1776 exit decree.629 The 
mémoire that served as a response to the French complaints was rather elaborate. The Privy Council 
adressed different reasons for the exit, ranging from the ineffectiveness of the Concordat, to the 
inequality for different parishes and the autonomy and voluntarity of the initial accessions. It repeated 
the exiteers’ arguments on how the Concordat had failed and how removal was not the best option. 
Trying to maintain the peace with France, the Privy Council moreover explained that the Concordat had 
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been a voluntary bottom-up agreement, and that the exits implied a larger degree of uniformity in the 
country because more cities and regions followed the same central legislation.630 
 
3.3 Crumbling at the Edges   
 
Eventually, the agreement only continued to exist on the Ypres-Furnes-Flandres Maritimes axis. 
Poperinge was the only one of the initial creators to draw out as well.631 The city had signed the 1773 
exit request but did not want to collaborate with the new settlement in residence proposal. Poperinge 
stated in 1773 to prefer following central legislation, as this would ensure a larger degree of reciprocity 
with other areas.632 The rest of the core border region however remained in the Concordat until the end 
of the Ancien Régime, at least until 1795-1796.633 
  The French government allowed the Estates of Walloon Flanders (the region of Lille, Douay 
and Orchies) in a decree of 23 January 1778 to deviate from the Concordat with Flemish cities who had 
renounced the agreement. Why this 1778 decree was only directed at cities and not at rural districts is 
to yet unclear.634 The decree was based on the news that the cities of Bruges, Courtrai and Ypres had 
left the Concordat.  The deputies of the estates of Flandre Wallon consequently sent a request to several 
cities of the Southern Low Countries on 9 October 1778, requesting to state their opinions on the 
Concordat. The aim was to find out whether they would still follow the Concordat regulations with the 
French counterparts or annulled the agreement in its entirety.635 The request was addressed to the towns 
of Furnes, Ypres, Warneton, Poperinge, Wervik, Roulers, Loo, Nieuwpoort, Diksmuide, Tournai and 
Menin. The deputies soon received a reply from Ypres in October 1778 regarding these enquiries.636 
The enquiry had confused the city board of Ypres, because the city had not left, nor had the intention to 
ever leave, the Concordat.637 There continued to be confusion on who was in and who was out of the 
Concordat. The district of Courtrai for example falsely referred to the Concordat when intervening in a 
conflict over an individual’s settlement. This went against the interests of Herzeeuw, one of the parishes 
involved and part of the castellany of Courtrai.638 It involved a great deal of confusion over legislation: 
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Parishes were not always aware of the correct implementation of legislation. Steven King has 
corroborated this in his study of English relief. He stated that the law often only became of relevance in 
case of a conflict.645 Only then would an investigation be started into the criteria of settlement and 
removal. Parishes also used this strategically, but that does not appear to have been the case in the Van 
Laethem conflict. Here, the concordat regulations meant that Herzeeuw, of Courtrai district, would have 
to pay, and still Herzeeuw and Courtrai maintained that these rules had to be followed – only after 
several years did they acknowledge that they had left the Concordat, thus making Van Laethem subject 
to the central decree which granted him settlement after several years of residence (and tax payment) in 
Nieuwpoort. Some parishes also employed such confusion over legislation strategically. Westvleteren 
for example accused the settlement parish of Hennebel, a single woman residing in Westvleteren, to 
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The life story of Johannes van Laethem 
  
Johannes van Laethem made his living as a fishmonger. He lived with his wife and two kids in the Oude 
Oostendsestraat in Nieuwpoort, a small port on the borders of the castellany of Furnes and the Liberty 
of Bruges. In 1791, he suddenly fell ill, presumably of malaria. He had been forced to stay in bed earlier 
on that year, which had usurped his financial means. His wife and children started to sell fish on the 
streets, but they could not provide enough income to afford a doctor. The local priest in Nieuwpoort 
therefore arranged for a doctor and a chirurgijn to visit Van Laethem, assuming the poor table would 
refund his disbursement. Van Laethem was a well-known neighbour, who had always provided for his 
family, according to the priest.639 But the parish overseer refused to provide relief, as Van Laethem was 
born elsewhere. He was an alien. The parish of Herzeeuw, in the castellany of Courtrai, should 
reimburse the costs as his birth parish. Herzeeuw however also refused, first because they wanted him 
to be sent back, later arguing that they would not pay for him, because he did not belong to the parish.640 
Van Laethem had left Herzeeuw at a young age and had been living in Nieuwpoort for decades already. 
Moreover, his father was an alien, which weakened the foundations of his claim to Herzeeuw origins.641
 The castellany of Courtrai intervened in this conflict. It stated that ‘the claim of those of 
Nieuwpoort had a legal basis’.642 The castellany of Courtrai adopted the discourses employed by the 
city of Nieuwpoort, which was the opponent of Courtrai’s dependent parish Herzeeuw. The castellany 
decided that Van Laethem should be relieved by Herzeeuw and should not be removed from 
Nieuwpoort.643 It eventually turned out that the region of Courtrai had already left the Concordat, which 
meant that the central legislation of settlement by residence (the aforementioned October 1750 decree) 
was valid: Van Laethem had strictly speaking gained settlement in Nieuwpoort and should thus be 
relieved by Nieuwpoort.644 The removal to Herzeeuw was thus, legally speaking, a non-discussion. While 
the castellany board had copied the rhetoric of Nieuwpoort, it went against its own interests in doing 
so. There was thus confusion in the day-to-day application of the legislation. 
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falsely deny its adoption of the Concordat.646 Hennebel had two children born out of wedlock. The 
conflict regarding relief for her children resulted in a heated discussion in which her parish of residence, 
Westvleteren, accused the assumed settlement parish of having ‘maliciously’ denied having adopted the 
Concordat of Ypres. Westvleteren threatened to take the matter to arbitration at the Council of Flanders 
and referred to other cities and castellanies which had agreed with similar solutions proposed by 
Westvleteren. The parish tried to prevent being stuck with Hennebel.647 As the Concordat started to 
crumble mostly around its edges, members and former members were not always aware of its current 
extent. 
 
3.4 Negotiating a ‘Soft Exit’ 
 
Alongside the diplomatic crisis and the confusion on the scope of the Concordat, the exits also resulted 
in negotiations on the exit conditions. The states of Tournai and Tournaisis for example requested to 
leave the Concordat in 1778 and were granted permission to do so in 1779.648 The Privy Council 
moreover issued a royal decree in 18 December 1782 on social policy in Tournai and Tournaisis. It 
addressed, among other things, public drinking, cabarets and settlement and removal. It confirmed the 
central legislation on settlement by residence and tax payment, as issued in October 1750.649 The district 
board however was not content with these exit conditions and developed a longstanding negotiation 
process with numerous requests to the central government.650 The board wanted to leave the Concordat 
but it also wanted France to be able to continue removing Tournaisis emigrants.651  The Tournaisis 
district, situated just across the border from Lille, stated to prefer to continue receiving discharged poor 
emigrants returned from France, even though the district already left the Concordat. In a request to the 
central government of 1785, Tournai and Tournaisis demanded to continue removal as had been 
ordained in the Concordat.652 The district had acceded the Concordat ‘in good faith’ and wanted to 
continue in a positive stance.653 It did not want to cross Maritime Flanders by breaching the agreement, 
despite the French decree allowing French Flanders to abolish the Concordat vis à vis leaving cities in 
the Southern Low Countries.654  
  The request made part of a larger discussion regarding the exit of Tournai and Tournaisis from 
the Concordat. Like other exiteers, the district was ordered to follow the central legislation of 24 October 
1750 upon abandoning the Concordat. The second article of the 1782 exit permission however had given 
room for discussion among several villages of Tournai and Tournaisis. These concerned the retroactivity 
of the 1750 decree, especially the question which migrants had to be removed.655 This second article 
ordered Tournai Tournaisis to remove all migrants who had not received settlement nor presented a 
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warranty letter. The board of Tournai and Tournaisis district was opposed against removal tout court. 
The board instead wanted migrants to remain in their places of residence. The administration argued 
that immigrants were better off if they were not sent home:   
 
‘il en resulteroit beaucoup d’inconvénciences que les pauvres à renvoyer se verroient privés des secours 
que leur habituee dans le lieu de leur domicile actuel leur y procure et qu’ils ne retrouveroient pas dans 
le lieu de leur naissance avec lequel ils ne sont plus conservés de liaisons propres à les en dédommager 
et ou par consequent leurs besoins seroient plus considerables et la charge de l’administration d’y 
pourvoir seroit plus forte qu’elle ne l’est dans le lieu de leur domicile,  
Que les embarras et les frais du renvoi servient une charge bien onereuse pour les mêmes 
administrations et que les difficultés et les contestations auxquelles il pourroit donner lieu, serviont 
egalement préjudiciables aux communautés qui en porteroient les frais et aux pauvres dont l’entretien 
y donneront matière’.656 
 
Sending migrants back to their birthplaces was not a good idea, Tournai and Tournaisis argued.657 
Migrants could not depend on personal links or social capital in their birthplaces, they argued, and their 
needs would be higher there than if they were to stay in their place of residence. The costs and 
inconveniences of removal would be more considerable than the efforts of paying relief to immigrants 
in need, according to Tournai and Tournaisis. Parishes should instead better provide relief to immigrant 
inhabitants: 
 
‘en accordant la demande des supplians, on épargne les embarras et les dépenses du renvoi des pauvres 
qui en font l’objet et des contestations auxquelles ce renvoi pourrait donner matière; et qu’aux surplus 
l’entretien de ces pauvres ne coutera pas plus et qu’au contraire il sera moins onéreux dans l’endroit 
de leur domicile actuel que dans celui de leur naissance tellement, qu’en considérant toutes les 
Communautés de Tournesis ensemble comme en effet elles dépendent d’une même administration, il 
faut considérer leur bien être au general.’658 
 
Tournai and Tournaisis thus considered removal inefficient. Abolishing removal could prevent 
inconveniences and save on return expenses. It would also decrease the many contestations regarding 
removal. Maintaining these poor in their place of residence would be less expensive, especially 
considering the parishes of Tournaisis all depended on the same administration.  
  In its rhetoric against removal, the States of Tournai and Tournaisis also adressed the danger of 
rural depopulation. Returnees often brought their illegitimate children or orphaned children with them. 
Tournais Tournaisis presented them as new citizens, which benefited ‘aux progrès de la population’.659 
The discussion on stabilising or increasing the population was central to French discussions on social 
policy, propagated by Quesnay and many other philosophers.660 They for example wrote pamphlets on 
the stimulation of marriages and matrimonial procreation. Migration regulation or removal legislation 
as Tournai and Tournaisis proposed were however not among these solutions. Discourses on population 
control fit with the general conceptions of the French relief reforms as a means of public order.661 Such 
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discourse on population control and public order is however not so much known in the Low Countries, 
where public order was not that prominent in relief discussions. The argument of rural depopulation did 
however also resonate in the region of Hainaut in the Austrian Low Countries, as Bruneel observed.662 
Were Tournai and Tournaisis, and by extension, the rural district of Hainaut, inspired here by French 
Enlightened thinking? Or had the district copied arguments from potential pleas from French institutions 
regarding the continuation of Concordat principles to try and convince the government of the Southern 
Low Countries? These questions are open for further research.  
  In short, Tournai and Tournaisis had mixed feelings about the exit conditions and tried to 
negotiate a softer deal. The arguments against removal were diverse. The board addressed the need for 
continued collaboration with France and the benefits of receiving emigrants and not removing 
immigrants for the population balances. It repeated the discourse of not sending back an old, invalid 
man to his birthplace where he had no connections, a discourse used earlier by the Council of Flanders 
in 1750 to denounce settlement by birth. Tournai and Tournaisis also addressed the benefits of unlimited 
mobility. It stated that the people should not be rendered to slaves of the earth but should be free to 
travel and settle in any place that best suited their interest.663 The district board supported the idea that 
stimulating labour mobility was more efficient than restricting access to poor relief.664 The board 
moreover argued that removing migrants from within Tournai and Tournaisis was too much of a hassle 
and unnecessary, as these individuals all depended on the same administration anyway.665 It is not clear 
whether this implied that the rural district eventually arranged relief payments to these internal out-
parish poor migrants or whether the parishes of residence provided their relief. The Privy Council 
ordered Tournai and Tournaisis to adopt the three years’ residence and tax payment criteria for 
settlement. Ths three-years residence period was to count retroactively, even with regard to migrants 
who had settled during or before the Concordat.666 Nevertheless, Tournai and Tournaisis were adverse 




3.5 Mixed Emotions 
 
Such mixed feelings about the Concordat were not limited to the Southern Netherlands. Some French 
parishes for example pleaded to abolish the Concordat towards the end of the Ancien Régime, whereas 
the central government had argued so strongly in favour of the agreement in the 1776 crisis. These 
complaints about the Concordat emerged in the cahiers des doléances.667 These cahiers were lists of 
grievances, written by each of the three Estates to king Louis XVI, intended to reform several aspects 
of local policy. They were written in the wake of the French Revolution in 1788-1789. Each of the three 
estates wrote down their concerns and complaints. The reforms as proposed in the Cahiers attacked 
corruption and adressed issues as hunting rights, taxes, road maintenance, and poor relief. Some parishes 
for example complained about the land distribution, in which large farmers had taken up most of the 
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farms in the area, leaving many landless. Others addressed the distribution of taxes, arguing that a third 
of land taxes should be spent on the maintenance of the poor. The parish of Bollezele in Cassel for 
example demanded for the construction of a hospital for the poor, infirm and children born out of 
wedlock, which should be paid by selling all property of the poor tables.668 That was supposed to lower 
public expenses and ‘unburden the public’.669    
  Settlement was also an object of concern in these cahiers. Several parishes argued in favour of 
the Concordat, others against it. For the people of the rural parish of Bissezeele in the castellany of 
Bergues, the continuation of the Concordat was key in the upcoming reforms.670 The parish overseer 
wrote in the Bissezeele cahier: 
‘Et comme suivant le concordat fait entre les chefs collèges de la Flandre que chacque paroisse et 
chacque ville doit entretenir ses pauvres; (…) les gens dans l'impossibilité de gagner leur vie et de 
subsister, devaient se retirer dans le lieu de leur naissance, pour y être entretenu’.671 
Each parish and each city would have to continue maintaining its own poor, as stated in the Concordat. 
The clergy of Eringhem felt the same. The curé expressed his disappointment that not all parishes 
followed the Concordat, despite that it had been designed ‘very wisely and usefully for the public 
good of the whole of Flanders’.672   
  Support for the Concordat was however not universal. Several parishes actually preferred to 
change to settlement in the place of residence, as the Concordat exiteers had proposed in 1773. The 
curé of Ebblinghem for example wrote that each parish should only be charged with its poor 
inhabitants and not with its born parishioners and inhabitants.  ‘C’est la louable pratique des 
administrateurs de Lille.’, the curé stated.673  Ebblinghem was a rural parish, located at the south-
western outer parts of the Concordat near St. Omer. The curé explained that it was far from other 
towns and surrounded by impractical roads. This parish, which might not have received many 
immigrants due to its inaccessability, had argued in the same vein as the exiteers in favour of 
setttlement in the place of residence. Their use of the example of Lille is striking. Lille had been 
accused earlier by the exiteers for not taking back its native settled poor.674 Ebblinghem was aware of 
this practice and, in contrast to the Flemish exiteers, lauded it and considered it a better solution than 
the Concordat. 
  The rural parish of Millam of Bourbourg castellany, bordering the Calais district, similarly 
was in favour of settlement in the place of residence. The curé of Millam wrote: 
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‘Comme la multitude des pauvres augmente de jour en jour et chaque sujet doit suivre sa naissance, les 
abus se glissent journellement que parmi ses représentans on doute de leur besoin, et en ordonnant que 
chaque sujet doit suivre son domicilie’.675 
  
Although the central government had argued in favour of the Concordat in the 1770s, local parishes did 
not necessarily support it. This appears to have been mostly the case for parishes at the borders of the 
Concordat, as both Millam and Ebblinghem were on the southern borders of the agreement. The 
aforementioned Eringhem and Bissezeele, who had instead argued in favour of the Concordat, were 
however not very distant. In Bissezeele, the local administration had argued in favour of the Concordat, 
whereas in Eringhem this had been done by the local clergy. As for now, no patterns can be discerned 
in these diverse complaints and proposals with regard to their attutudes to the Concordat. We might 
however conclude that the attitudes of the different institutions involved differed to a large extent. 
 
 
3.6 Concluding Remarks  
 
By means of an epilogue to this first part of the thesis, focusing on institutional changes, we will 
conclude first with a discussion on how the Concordat ended. The end of the Ancien Régime indirectly 
implied the end of the Concordat. Although there are no sources available on its official dissolution, it 
went under together with all other local customs and traditions at the break of the new regime in the late 
eighteenth century. It was continued in Flanders until the French government abandoned all local 
customs and byelaws in 1795-96, as both the well-documented account books of the rural parish 
Bulskamp in the castellany of Furnes and the individual conflicts over settlement in this thesis illustrate. 
The poor table accounts of Bulskamp used in the case study of chapter five show a clear demarcation 
between these two periods: out-parish relief suddenly stopped. It is not clear when the Concordat ended 
exactly in France, but one might assume that the end of the Ancien Régime also meant the end of the 
Concordat in France. The French Empire introduced settlement by one-year residence in 1793, which 
was implemented in the Southern Low Countries in 1797. Settlement legislation however continued to 
remain subject of discussion in the nineteenth century.676 
  This chapter demonstrates that especially France held on close to the Concordat, although the 
sentiments varied. Furnes had for example strongly argued against the exit of Bruges and the Liberty of 
Bruges in 1773. On a microlevel, these differences were even larger, as the cahiers des doléances have 
shown. Comparative microhistorical research on (groupings of) parishes would help to understand these 
differing spatial patterns. One might explain the French persistence by the need to regulate (labour) 
mobility, or the desire to prevent conflicts and court cases regarding settlement. Another motive which 
resonated from earlier negotiations was the wish to limit poor relief expenses: the Concordat was after 
all considered and intended as a means to more efficiency in social policy. While many different 
pamphlets appeared on relief and mendicity in 1780s France, attempting to reform the current systems, 
the French state instead argued with regard to the Concordat that it was better to leave things as they 
were. Interestingly, some of the French reformist discourse, such as the rural depopulation scare, also 
found its way across the borders as has been shown in the Tournai Tournaisis exit negotiations.  The 
chapter has provided some indications on the role of cost-benefit considerations and economic motives 
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regarding the attitude of different institutions towards the Concordat. It has reinvigorated the importance 
of geography, harmonisation in border regions and transnationalism. Tournai and Tournaisis adopted 
common French discourse on the links between social policy and depopulation. The French government, 
in addition, resisted the 1776 ‘exit decree’ because it wanted to continue cross-border collaboration. The 
relevance of the border and the transnational question in the history of the Concordat is also 
demonstrated by the core region which remained to the end: the border region.  
  Returning to some of the major themes in this thesis, we might conclude that the discrepancies 
between the central and local level resurfaced in this chapter. Whereas the French state argued it wanted 
to implement the Concordat throughout the Kingdom in 1777, the exit by the districts of Lille, Douay 
and Orchies, as well as the complaints about the Concordat expressed by rural parishes in the cahiers 
demonstrate that the image was different when looked at from a regional or local level. Simultaneously, 
the power balances seem to lean mostly towards France – it was one of the main initiators of the 
Concordat and continued to have a grip on parts of the Southern Low Countries who wanted to exit. 
However, the chronology of exits or the divisions between institutions pro or contra the Concordat do 
not show clear spatial patterns, as had been the case for the creation of the Concordat discussed in 
chapter one.  
 
This chapter has concluded the first part of the thesis, comprising chapters one to three, which discussed 
the negotiations on institutional changes in the Concordat. Chapter one discussed how the Concordat 
was created as a transnational bottom-up agreement without intervention of central governments. It 
stood in a tradition of earlier attempts at uniformising settlement legislation. The Concordat was 
eventually created by cities and rural districts in West Flanders and North France for harmonising 
legislation and preventing conflicts on settlement and removal. It formed an attempt at administrative 
simplification by banning warranty letters and solving conflicts through arbitration instead of litigation 
in court. Installing free mobility and assuring migrants would not become a burden on their host parish 
through installing settlement by birth, moreover, was an attempt at stimulating mobility to meet the 
demands for a flexible labour supply in inter alia grain agriculture. Other cities and rural districts adopted 
the Concordat because they believed in the need to ensure reciprocity, by harmonising and uniformising 
legislation on a transnational scale. Conceptions of local and regional interdependence in regulating 
migration played a major role in the motives of authorities to adopt the Concordat. The creation and 
adoption process moreover occurred on an ad-hoc basis, induced by ongoing conflicts between parishes 
on individuals’ settlement or removal.   
  In the 1770s, growing adversity to the Concordat was expressed through an exit campaign 
initiated by the city of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges. Among the exiteers’ complaints was the 
increase in relief expenses, the unforeseen consequences of dependecy of locally-born children of 
migrant families through settlement by birth (ius solis) and especially the lack of overview on incoming 
or outgoing mobility, as well as on emigrants returning to demand assistance. The exiteers instead 
proposed settlement in the place of residence. I argued in chapter two that ideas of social control and 
awareness of migration patterns and balances were important factors in fostering the exit campaign of 
the early 1770s and in chaging underlying conceptions and principles of settlement. Notions of 
interdependence with other districts, especially from parishes on or near district borders, and cost-benefit 
considerations formed the main motives for other parishes not to join the exit. The main members 
eventually leaving the Concordat were mostly members who had joined the Concordat in a later stage. 
  The Concordat continued to exist in its core region until the end of the Ancien Régime. Several 
cities and regions in West Flanders even continued the Concordat vis à vis the North of Fance despite 
having exited earlier. This was inter alia motivated from conceptions of stablising the rural population 
and preventing depopulation. Such discourses had been adopted from ideas of social policy in France. 
They are an example of the power balances at play in the Concordat. France had also commenced a 
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diplomatic conflict with the Southern Low Countries upon the 1776 exit. Despite central demands in 
France to continue the Concordat, local parishes were not necessarily in favour, as was demonstrated in 
the lists of grievances presented in the running up to the French Revolution.  
  In short, this section has confirmed the importance of social agrosystems and cost-benefits 
considerations as explanatory factors for the inclusion and exclusion of migrants in membership, but it 
has also offered some nuances to the historiography. The Concordat demonstrates the importance of 
notions of interdependence and ensuring reciprocity in border regions. Moreover, new ideas on social 
control, increased awareness of migration or rural depopulation prompted cities and districts to change 
their membership regimes. The section has especially demonstrated that interests varied between 
different scales and levels of governance.   
  Having discussed the negotiations behind the institutional changes in the history of the 
Concordat, the following section will discuss the implications of the Concordat for migrants and 
migration. It takes a thematical rather than a chronological order. Chapter four deals with the changing 
experiences of mobility and the changing role of migration in survival strategies of the labouring poor. 
Chapter five discusses the daily practices of out-parish relief in the Concordat. Chapter six focuses on 
the negotiations between parishes on the removal of inhabitants, addressing the (changing) notions of 


















The previous chapters have demonstrated that free mobility was one of the main motives behind the 
creation of the Concordat. Its first article stated that ‘every man should be allowed to settle down in the 
place that best suits his interests’.677 The lack of monitoring and social control however also formed one 
of the primary motives for the exit of several members in the 1770s. This chapter assesses the influence 
of the Concordat on migration patterns and analysed how the ‘free mobility’ functioned in practice. In 
doing so, it also discusses to what extent the labouring poor adapted their makeshift economies during 
(or because of) the Concordat. The main research question of this chapter, then, is how institutional 
change related to migration and vice versa, and to what extent these relations changed over time.  
 It consists of several subrelated research questions, such as a quantitative investigation of 
different types of migration patterns in the area and to what extent these demonstrated change over time 
and an analysis of the role of mobility in makeshift economies. Another research question relates to the 
workings of migration regulation in daily practice: to what extent were people free to settle in any place 
they wanted, and to what extent was this interfered with by parish boards? The last research question 
relates to the instruments of migration control: identification documents, in this case warranty letters 
and moral certificates. That part of the chapter will analyse the materiality of these documents compared 
to the better-known English settlement certificates, to understand the characteristics of these document 
and what this teaches us about their function.   
  Such a comparative analysis contributes to better understanding of European settlement systems 
and places the alleged English uniqueness in broader framework. Most historiography on settlement 
documents in the Low Countries has for example been published in Dutch and thus not been included 
to a large extent in international debates.678 An added benefit of this analysis is that it helps to understand 
the usage of settlement documents in daily practice, something we have little insight in. Several English 
historians for example observed that relatively little settlement certificates survived in the archives, in 
contrast to for example removal orders.679 The research will thus also contribute to answering the 
question whether every move was accompanied by a settlement document, or whether this was used 
more pragmatically and ad-hoc.  
  Using GIS methods to analyse data on out-parish relief receivers, labour migration, population 
statistics and local records of poor and/or immigrant residents, allows for an overview of the balances 
in mobile labouring poor residing in the area.  This, in turn, can be contrasted to the discourses on 
efficiency, economisation and even welfare chauvinism related to the creation and demise of the 
Concordat of Ypres as discussed in the first part of this thesis. This helps to understand how discourses 
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related to the social categorization of migrants.  Were the greatest supporting members of the Concordat 
also communities that benefited most in terms of immigration and emigration? To what extent could the 
Concordat members foresee the effects of this agreement and to what extent were they even aware of 
actual migration balances? 
Historiography 
The discussions in this chapter relate to the Snell-Landau debates on the relations between settlement 
and migration. Norma Landau argued that settlement certificates primarily were a means of migration 
control at the city or village gates in eighteenth-century Kent.680 Keith Snell maintained that Landau’s 
findings for Kent, on which she based her argument, could not simply be extrapolated to the rest of 
England and Wales.681 Moreover, Snell argued, Landau misunderstood the nature of ‘settlement’: it was 
a legal status pertaining to the place in which one might apply for relief.682 It was not an instrument of 
migration control, but rather an instrument to regulate access to poor relief. Focusing on migration was 
moreover anachronistic. Eighteenth-century discourse rather concerned belonging to a parish or being 
settled in a parish than migration.683 He argued that settlement was not an instrument of control for the 
arrival of immigrants and for selective migration policies at the gates, but rather for regulating migrants 
who became destitute.   
           The question remains to what extent settlement restricted or motivated mobility. The discussions 
of settlement ‘immobilising’ the population, especially in the south-east of England, has been countered 
in historiography, but that does not necessarily imply that settlement had no impact on mobility. Winter 
for example argued that cities in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Southern Low Countries, had 
selective migration policies, limiting the access of paupers, to prevent them from gaining a settlement 
in the city.684 There are thus many indications on the varying relations between migration and settlement, 
but theoretisation is not yet as advanced to allow for a schematic model or an overview of regional 
variations as exist for theories on relief distribution policies, or in different urban membership 
regimes.685 Recent digitisation has however offered promising insights into for example the uses of 
settlement and removal as a migration strategy. Hitchcock and Crymble have demonstrated that deserted 
soldiers pretended to be vagrants in eighteenth-century London, in order to use the removal process as 
a ‘free ride home’.686 This chapter forms an attempt at understanding the relations between migration 
and settlement in the context of the Concordat. 
 
Mobility in the greater coastal Flanders area is a somewhat disputed research topic, because 
historiography contains relatively disparate findings. Winter and Lambrecht, as well as Masure & Van 
Onacker suggested that seasonal migration took place from inland flanders to arable polders of coastal 
flanders. These findings were based on Dunkirk and Westkapelle and on the migration patterns 
described by Van Cruyninghen for Zealand Flanders, a region in the Dutch Republic, just across the 
border, which was economically and ecologically comparable to West Flanders in the Southern Low 
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Countries.687 This does hypothetically speaking make sense as a migration system. Inland Flanders was 
a commercial peasant region, where many people had access to small plots of land. Family income was 
augmented with protoindustry, especially in textile fabrication, and by seasonal migration in grain 
agriculture on the coastal plains. There are however little quantitative sources that demonstrate the 
existence of such a regional migration pattern from inland to coastal Flanders. It has so far not been 
verified whether labourers in coastal Flanders came from other parishes in the same agrosystem or from 
inland flanders.688 Only from the nineteenth century onwards, or rather from the French population 
census of 1796 onwards, do we have access to comparable and coherent statistics on non-natives on the 
municipal level.689 Many historians did not consider coastal Flanders a mobile region. Jan Lucassen, 
Leslie Page Moch, and Olwen Hufton (who only focused on the French parts) based their findings on 
an enquiry into labour mobility made in 1810-1811, discussed in greater detail below, which depicted 
seasonal migration between the départements of the French period.690 This interdepartmental enquiry 
ignored internal mobility in departments. The analyses moreover do not elaborate on the mobility from 
certain (groups of) parishes to other (groups of) parishes, such as for example the annual migration of 
port labourers from Oostende to Antwerp, because these were smaller in number and because the 
analysis was focused on migration between departments instead of between specific cities or rural 
parishes.691 Lucassen, who studied these enquiries in detail, did indicate that internal migration levels 
within the departments of coastal Flanders (i.e. the Lys and Nord departments, as well as parts of Dyle 
and Escaut) must have been high – the local economy demanded flexible seasonal labour.692 Deschacht 
and Winter have recently analysed migration patterns in Flanders and demonstrated that the resident 
migrants in coastal Flanders in the 1796 census indeed mostly originated from the same region.693 
 This chapter assesses the hypotheses of short-distance internal labour migration in coastal 
Flanders and takes a closer look at the local variations within the interdepartmental migrations. The 
analyses discussed in the introductory chapter of this thesis on the non-natives resident in Flemish 
parishes demonstrated that these levels were high in the coastal area. Until recently, the origins and 
destinations of these migrations were unknown. Deschacht and Winter have however analysed the 
migration patterns using population enquiries of the French period. They demonstrated that migrants 
mostly moved on short distances according to the 1796 census, and later censuses of 1815 and 1846.694 
This chapter assesses the continuity of these migration patterns. The analysis in chapter two has 
demonstrated that out-parish relief was a considerable system in the Concordat. This chapter helps to 
understand the possible migration patterns between coastal and inland flanders, and thus also the 
functioning of these social agrosystems. This also contributes to a better understanding of mobility 
before the urbanisation processes of the nineteenth century. Research by Lambrecht has already 
indicated that intrarural mobility was abundant in West Flanders, which corroborates Rosental’s claim 
that rural society was hypermobile in the early modern period and continued so in the nineteenth 
century.695 
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Materials and Methods 
This chapter thus forms a first effort to quantify the (local) mobility levels in the region and links these 
mobility levels to the discussion on settlement and migration. The research questions concern agrarian 
capitalism, labour mobility and interests of small local towns, how policies relate to actual migration 
patterns, what effect patterns had on policy changes, and what effect policy changes had on migration. 
This last question has proven more difficult to answer. Due to the nature of the sources there is a lack 
of properly reliable data to compare over time. The sources and their limitations are discussed in each 
section respectively. This chapter first provides a chronological account of changing migration patterns 
drawn from a variety of sources, ranging from regulations and circulatory letters to population censuses 
and late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century enquiries into mobility. All quantitative data has been 
plotted on maps using geovisualization software of nodegoat and QGIS. More detailed information on 
the sources used can be found under each respective section. After discussing the continuities and 
changes in migration patterns, the chapter discusses the role of mobility in the makeshift economies of 
the poor. It discusses whether the population became more or less mobile, as well as the changes in other 
survival strategies such as relief dependency, employment, informal relief, begging and deviant 
behaviour. These are primarily based on findings in secondary literature. The chapter continues with a 
case study of migration regulation in the castellany of Furnes, one of the founding members of the 
concordat. This region’s policies, or ordinnances, are well documented and a large deal of relevant 
sources on migration regulation have survived in the local archives.696 It appears as if the castellany of 
Furnes was most occupied with monitoring migration and was relatively strict in regulating migration. 
Although the reasons for the level of documentation are difficult to ascertain, this might relate to the 
position of Furnes as a frontier region, which was perhaps more occupied with migration regulation than 
other areas. The demographic characteristics of Furnes have moreover also been well-documented and 
studied,697 improving the feasibility and accessability of this case study. The chapter subsequently turns 
to a discussion of the tools of migration regulation:  identity documents. It discusses the implications of 
the changes in identity documents, i.e. warranty letters and moral certificates, in comparison to the 
better-known English and Welsh settlement certificates. This contributes to our understanding of 
regional variations in relief and settlement systems, as well as to the value of such certificates in daily 
practice. 
 
4.2 Changing Migration Patterns? 
 
The question of changing patterns has been addressed to some extent in the contextual framework in the 
introduction, as well as in the second chapter of this thesis. So far, we know that relatively high levels 
of the population were non-natives in the West Flemish parishes, especially in polder parishes.698 Out-
parish relief morover mostly took place on short distances and was also mostly directed towards the 
polders.699 This section compares the diverse data to obtain an overview of the possible changing 
patterns during the Concordat. Only from French occupation onwards was migration monitored in 
                                               
696 SAV, OA, 342-346. 
697 Dalle, De bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht; Vandewalle, De Kasselrij Veurne. 
698 This became apparent in the 1796 census discussed in the introductory chapter to this thesis. The nominal data of the 1796 
census has collected and has been published on an aggregate level in a series titled Werkdocumenten. These have been made 
available through digitisation by the earlier-mentioned STREAM project.  See also Deschacht and Winter, “Micro-Mobility in 
Flux”, p. 28-29. 
699 See chapter two for a discussion of the migration patterns in the 1776 enquiries into out-parish poor relief. Aggregate lists 




population censuses (including information on whether someone was born in the parish where he or she 
lived) and in enquiries such as the 1810-1811 inventory of labour migration.700 Systematic data for the 
Ancien Régime is lacking, especially because local governments held a high level of autonomy in these 
matters.701 Some simply seem to have had more interests in monitoring migration than others. Moreover, 
parishes used varying definitions of migrants and of for example ‘landbouwers’, which could indicate 
land-owning farmers, peasants and landless agricultural labourers. The available data that are coherent, 
reliable, complete and comparable enough for analysing regional migration patterns are, in decreasing 
order of chronology: 
 
- 1810-1811 Enquiry of Labour Mobility  
This enquiry was issued by the French Empire and concerned labour mobility streams between the 
departments of the French Empire.702 Every department was supposed to list the annual incoming and 
outgoing seasonal migration streams. Some departments only mentioned one of them, others even 
mentioned the revenues of these labour migrants. Most replies also contain the employment sectors of 
these seasonal migrants. The enquiries have been analysed extensively by Jan Lucassen (1984) but the 
primary sources do reveal some more information on which cities or villages were particularly affected 
(albeit only considering migration between departments). Lucassens research was nevertheless 
comprehensive. He suggested that there was no interdepartmental seasonal migration in coastal Flanders 
because most labour migration occurred internally.703 The findings in this thesis confirm this hypothesis. 
 
- 1796 Population Census   
This census was commissioned by the French authorities, which had by 1795 annexed the Southern Low 
Countries after a series of regime changes.704 The census contains population statistics per municipality, 
including how many residents were born elsewhere. It is the first census on a ‘national’ scale with 
comprehensive and comparable data on municipal levels.705 The original data has not been saved and 
information for several municipalities is therefore not traceable, thus missing from my investigation. 
The data used here are derived from the STREAM project, which has digitised data on Flemish 
population statistics. The nominal data of the 1796 census have been collected and have been published 
on an aggregate level in a series titled Werkdocumenten, which have been digitised by the STREAM 
project.706 Only parishes pertaining to present-day Flanders are therefore represented in the plotted maps, 
Concordat areas such as Tournai Tournaisis and Northern France are omitted.  
  
- 1776 Enquiry into Out-parish Relief  
As discussed in chapter two, the Liberty of Bruges invited several districts, cities and parishes in 1776 
to make an overview of their resident out-parish paupers who were settled in the Liberty of Bruges and 
had received relief in the past year. The Liberty of Bruges consequently compiled aggregate lists on the 
out-parish paupers between the castellany of Furnes, the Liberty of Bruges and the city of Bruges. The 
enquiry was made in the wake of the March 1776 decree, which allowed Bruges and other ‘exiteers’ to 
leave the Concordat.707 The lists captured the residence and settlement parishes of relief receiving out-
                                               
700 Deschacht & Winter, “Micro-Mobility in Flux”, p. 3; AN, F 20, 434-435. 
701 Cf. Deschacht and Winter, “Micro-Mobility in Flux”. 
702 AN, F 20, 434; Idem, 435. 
703 Lucassen, Naar de Kusten van de Noordzee. 
704 STREAM project. See also Deschacht and Winter, “Micro-Mobility in Flux”, p. 28 
705 Cf. Deschacht & Winter, “Micro-Mobility in Flux”. 
706 Ibidem. 
707 The aggregate lists for the out-parish relief migrants between the city of Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges and the castellany of 




parish paupers, if they had migrated between the castellany of Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges, or 
between the Liberty and Bruges. It is one of the few instances that allows to understand the spread of 
out-parish paupers, as it shows the origin and host parishes of these migrants. The archives contain the 
local answers to the enquiry as well as summarised lists for Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges and Furnes.  
   
- 1771 Enquiry listing ‘vremde cortgesetene’  
This enquiry was commissioned by the castellany of Furnes.708 It listed the landless immigrants in the 
district.  It concerned the ‘vremde cortsittende personen’ within the district, that is, immigrants 
(‘vremde’) who owned no land (‘cortsittende’). ‘Cortgesetene’ was a term also used to refer to skilled 
artisans and other inhabitants who were not submitted to the regular land taxes. The castellany board 
had ordered this enquiry because the number of immigrants without direct access to land had 
increased.709 The enquiry was supposed to list the vremde cortgesetenen with their wives and children, 
including their ages. The board argued that the number of immigrants had increased because overseers 
had hesitated to check their documents, be it warranty letters or moral certificates. After the overview 
was presented, the board issued several ordinances to limit these migration streams, inter alia by obliging 
overseers to check documents and to restrict renting to immigrants without consent of the overseers. 
 
-  1759 Tax Enquiry listing those exempt of ‘maalgeld’   
Another tax enquiry from the castellany of Furnes, this time considering milling rights, provided 
information on the number of day labourers per parish in the castellany of Furnes.710 It had a regional 
focus and listed those considered not wealthy enough to pay droits de moulage in the parish, i.e. a head 
tax based on feudal milling rights. The enquiry of 1759 also mentioned the numbers of alien day 
labourers, which are used here.  
 
 
There are several limitations to these sources. The data sets each provide information on different types 
of migrants, roughly three types: day labourers and seasonal labour migrants, out-parish poor relief 
receivers (often called ‘alien paupers or immigrant poor’), and residents of the parish born elsewhere 
(often called ‘non-natives’).  Most sources are moreover derived from a later period of the Concordat, 
or even after the Concordat. Especially towards the end monitoring of migration increased. This was an 
important argument in chapter two for the changed attitudes of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges. Their 
awareness of migration patterns had increased because of the system of inclusion of natives and 
exclusion of immigrants from relief.   
  The mapping of migration patterns in this period and region is a rather tedious task, in the sense 
that there is no possibility of painting a complete picture. Sources which provide information on people’s 
movements, or even their birthplaces, are limited. Only from the nineteenth century, or rather, from the 
French period onwards, did censuses start to include data on migration, by registering birthplaces.711 
There are some exceptions at the local level, such as the registries of Bulskamp parish, which is a well-
documented source for investigating out-parish relief and is used as such in the following chapter. The 
archives contain many more of such ‘sporadic sources’ such as an overview of the out-parish poor of 
Oostduinkerke parish of 1782, or overviews of the residents in Nieuwpoort made between 1747 and 
1767 to assess who could possibly obtain settlement, but these have not been taken into account here 
                                               
708 SAV, OA, 320, Enquiry into the ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, 1771; See also Dalle, De Bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, 
appendix XIV. 
709 SAV, OA, 345, Ordinance of the castellany of Furnes of 2 October 1771. 
710 SAV, OA, 928, Moulage enquiry.  




because of their limited geographical scope.712 Likewise, an overview of immigrants who had to present 
a warranty letter in the Liberty of Bruges in 1783-1784 has not been taken into account, because the 
Liberty of Bruges had by then left the Concordat for several years.713 Such sources are however valuable 
for future possible case studies and comparisons. A second limitation of the sources used is the notion 
of what migration or mobility entails. The definition of what constitutes a migrant was not stable in the 
early modern period. In terms of the labouring poor, a distinction existed between the ‘own’ and the 
‘alien’ poor, but this distinction related rather to legal settlement status than to what would now be 
considered an alien, i.e. someone born elsewhere. Surviving sources often only focused on one specific 
category of migrants. The 1811 enquiry of the French Empire into labour mobility, which has been 
analysed extensively by Jan Lucassen, for example only provides data on migrants moving each year 
(mostly during the summer) for one season to another department, thus providing no information on 
people who worked as journaliers on day contracts and continuously moved from one place to the other 
(instead of leaving and returning seasonally) or on annual contracts, as most farm servants and domestic 
servants did.714 In contrast to such a focus on a specific type of migration, the lived experiences of these 
mobile labouring poor rather seem to have formed a spectrum of different ‘categories’ of migration, 
often short-distance, relating to the different opportunity structures for their economies of makeshifts. 
A large deal of these mobilities are invisible to present-day historians.715 
 
The 1759 Enquiry: Temporary Day Labourers and Immigrant Paupers 
In 1759, the district of Furnes issued an enquiry into the inhabitants chargeable for droits de moulage, a 
head tax related to milling grain to flour, which was levied on all residents of a parish.716 The local poor 
were exempt of paying the tax. This exemption was also valid for the alien poor who were born or settled 
in another parish. I expressed the immigrant day labourers mentioned in this enquiry as a percentage of 
the total population and compared these with the ecological characteristics of these parishes (see map 
below). Although the enquiries have not been conserved for all parishes, and not all parishes listed data 
for each category, these sources do give a general image of the spread of immigrant day labourers 
throughout the area. They mostly resided in polder parishes, whereas the levels were very low in dune 













                                               
712 SAV, 1116, Oostduinkerke 1782; RAB, Nieuwpoort, 352, ‘Lijsten van de inwoners der stad, met het inzicht te weten wie 
van de dis zou kunnen onderhouden worden’. 
713 RAB, Fonds d’hoop, 1119, ‘Vreemdelingen in Brugse Vrije die akte borgtocht moeten brengen ter ontlasting dis huidige 
woonplaats’, 1783-1784. 
714 AN, F 20, 434; Idem, 435; Cf. Lucassen, Naar de Kusten van de Noordzee. 
715 Rosental, Les Sentiers Invisibles. 
716 SAV, OA, 928, Moulage enquiry. 
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Map 9: Percentages of immigrant day labourers among total population in the district of Furnes, 1759. 
 
This map visualises the ‘vremde’ day labourers mentioned in the 1759 enquiries into milling 
rights, calculated as percentage of the total population per parish. 
 
Map 9 confirms that especially the polder areas of Furnes, characterised by its fertile soil and large 
labour-hiring farms, received the highest percentage of immigrant day labourers compared to the total 
local population. Up to 15 percent of the local resident population in the Furnes district were day 
labourers belonging to a different parish, most notably in the polder area. Labour demand was higher in 
the polders and so were wages.717 This corroborates with the grain agriculture and the accordingly 
flexible demand for labourers, resulting in temporary migration to the polders of commercial Flanders. 
 
The 1771 Enquiry: Landless Immigrants 
Another enquiry was issued in 1771 on the vremde cortgesetene, because their number had only 
increased over the years according to the preamble.718 The rural district of Furnes issued the enquiry to 
record the number of cortgesetene per parish and include information on the alien cortgesetenen. These 
alien cortgesetene represent immigrants who did not hold or cultivate any land. I have calculated the 
share of cortsittende inhabitants over the total parish population by using the population statistics on 
Furnes of 1796 and 1759 and calculating the annual growth rate (see map 10).719 The results are quite 
diverse. Whereas some parishes of the castellany of Furnes only had about 10 per cent of the local 
                                               
717 Dalle, De bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, p. 101. 
718 SAV, OA, 320, Enquiry into the ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, 1771; SAV, OA, 345 Ordinance of the castellany of Furnes 
of 2 October 1771. 
719 The 1796 data was derived from the STREAM project; Data on the inhabitants per parish in 1759 are derived from Dalle, 
De Bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, p. 219-223. 
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population registered as landless immigrants, this share rose up to about 40 to 50 per cent of the 
population in other parishes. 
  The enquiry coincided with increased suspicion towards ‘aliens’. The castellany of Furnes 
suspected that many immigrants had entered local parishes without presenting a moral certificate. The 
1771 enquiry made part of the tensions regarding migration regulations building up towards the 1773-
1776 exit.720 The implications of the certificates are discussed in the section on migration and 
identification below.  
 
Map 10: Percentage of ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, i.e. landless immigrants, among the total 
population in the castellany of Furnes, 1771721 
 
 
Like in the 1759 enquiry, data for several parishes is also lacking or incoherent in the 1771 results. What 
these data do demonstrate, is that immigrant labourers formed between 20 to 50 per cent of the 
population in polder areas and about 10 to 30 per cent in sandy loam areas. These numbers seem 
relatively high, especially when compared to the immigrant day labourers. This might relate to the 
different occupational structures: aside from day labourers, locals and migrants also worked as farm 
labourers and as servants.722 These were not included in the previously discussed 1759 enquiry but did 
form part of the definition used in the 1771 ‘landless immigrants’ census, which concerned a wider 
group of people like servants of annual hiring, or unemployed people.   
  Like the 1759 enquiry, the 1771 results also show remarkable difference on the local level. The 
levels of landless immigrants were not universally high in all polder areas, for example.  This argues for 
differences on the micro-level in the likes of open and close parishes. Micro-level comparisons of 
                                               
720 For a discussion of the motives and interests behind this exit, see chapter two of this thesis. 
721 SAV, OA, 320, Enquiry into the ‘vremde cortsittende personen’, 1771. 
722 Cf Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”, p. 205-209. 
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housing prices, demography, migration patterns and labour relations in these parishes would help to 
further understand the causal relations. Another remarkable observation are the relatively high levels of 
immigrants in non-polder parishes, such as sandy loam parishes. This might relate to for example live-
in servants, who often followed patterns of lifecycle migration.723 More importantly, perhaps, this 
enquiry sugegsts that a substantial part of immigrants (non-natives) and immigrant labourers was 
resident in the parishes, not itinerantly moving. Perhaps these labourers were working in the polder 
villages but resident in the sandy loam areas. This argues for the internal labour market mobility as 
suggested by Lucassen.724 The data do in any case demonstrate that a fair share of the resident population 
in parishes of the castellany of Furnes in 1771 consisted of non-natives who did not hold or cultivate 
any land. 
 
The 1776 Enquiries: Out-Parish Relief 
In contrast to the previous two discussed enquiries, the 1776 lists related specifically to poor relief.725 
They enlisted interdistrict out-parish relief paupers between the castellany of Furnes, the Liberty of 
Bruges and the city of Bruges. The 1776 enquiries related to the moment when several members opted 
out of the Concordat, notably Bruges, Courtrai and the rural district of the Liberty of Bruges. This exit 
and the related enquiries have been discussed in detail in chapter two. New regulations were made, and 
new agreements were signed up between former members, as well as between former members and 
those ‘left behind’ in the Concordat. In the context of this upsurge in policy making, the rural districts 
and cities tried to analyse which settlement regulations or which heads of settlement would benefit them. 
They moreover tried to analyse which resident immigrants might be susceptible to gaining settlement 
after installing certain new regulations such as settlement by residence, or, as the city of Bruges had 
proposed, settlement in the place of residence, even for immigrants.726 The enquiries should thus also 
be interpreted as attempts of Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges and the castellany of Furnes to harmonise 
the decisions on ongoing out-parish relief and removals and prevent future conflicts. For that purpose, 
several enquiries were made in which the district boards tried to monitor the spread of the out-parish 
poor. These enquiries were aggregated in lists providing information on the number (including names 
and places of settlement) of the poor who were settled in one parish but residing in another parish in a 
different district. These lists thus only provide information on the poor settled in the Liberty of Bruges 
whilst residing in the castellany of Furnes, and vice versa. They therefore only provide insights in inter-
district migration and do not list out-parish poor residing in a different parish in the same district. 
 Using the nodegoat online software, I have introduced the places of settlement and the places of 
residence of each household mentioned in the 1776 enquiries into a database. These are plotted on maps 
in the figures below. In each of these figures, a blue dot represents a parish that functioned as a place of 
settlement for a household. A red dot refers to the place of residence. The larger a blue dot, the more 
out-parish relief receiving households were settled there. The larger a red dot, the more out-parish relief 
receiving households resided there. Some parishes have a partially blue and partially red dot, which 
means that there were both interdistrict out-parish paupers residing in and paupers settled in that parish. 
Each blue line moreover connects the parish of settlement of an out-parish relief receiving household to 
this household’s place of residence. The dots thus show the balances of out-parish relief migration, the 
lines refer to the origins and destinations. 
 
                                               
723 Gyssels and van der Straeten, Bevolking, arbeid en tewerkstelling, p. 153-155. 
724 Lucassen, Naar de kusten van de Noordzee, p. 35, footnote 2. 
725 RAB, BBV, 669, Lists of out-parish poor, 1776. 









































































































































































































































































































































































































































In both maps, migration intensity is highest on the borders between the two entitites. The out-parish 
poor who had moved between Furnes and the Liberty of Bruges mostly lived along the border of the 
two districts, on the Nieuwpoort-Diksmuide axis. The map depicting out-parish relief between Bruges 
and the Liberty of Bruges had the highest intensity in the fifteen kilometers surrounding Bruges. This 
does not argue for intensity of migration in border areas in general. Instead, it confirms that migration 
distances were relatively short, at least of those receiving out-parish relief, and rarely exceeded fifteen 
kilometers. That explains why most recorded migration between two districts took place on the borders 
of these districts. Internal migration intensity levels were most probably at least as high. 
  Not surprisingly, these enquiries reveal that the polders received most of these out-resident poor 
from other districts. And, also not surprisingly, most inter-district mobility took place only just across 
the border of the districts. This corroborates with the literature on short-distance migration, les sentiers 
invisibles,727 and Redford’s theory on labour migration. This theory stipulates that the direction of 
movement is mostly determined by the availability of work in the individual’s labour sector and that 
migrants preferably moved short distances.728 These findings are also corroborated by an earlier in-depth 
research of the out-resident poor of one parish, Bulskamp, discussed in chapter five.729 The Bulskamp 
non-resident poor mostly moved to the countryside surrounding the parish, rarely exceeding distances 
of fifteen kilometres. 
  The data, then, show a pattern of migration to the polders during the concordat, indeed following 
labour demand in the region. This also implies that those communities with high immigration balances 
mainly profited from the agreement’s promise of benefits without burdens of incoming labour mobility; 
whereas those with high emigration balances did profit from the alternation of relief as income strategy, 
but also faced the disadvantage of having to pay for emigrants’ relief instead of having them gaining a 
settlement elsewhere. These benefits and disadvantages were at the heart of the changes to the Concordat 
in the 1770s, when several members left the agreement. 
 
The 1796 Census: Native and Non-Native Inhabitants  
The 1796 census has been discussed briefly in the introductory chapter of this thesis but will be 
investigated in more detail in this section. It shows the differences between parishes and allows for an 
analysis of the levels of non-natives and soil types. I have plotted the data only for the Concordat area 
belonging to the Southern Low Countries because of the access to the sources: this has been digitised 
by the STREAM project, which only focused on what is now Flanders in contemporary Belgium. This 
is so far the only region for which soil types and the 1796 population census are digitised and which I 
have had access to.730  
  The map below shows the percentages of locally-born, or native, inhabitants at the level of 
municipalities, highly comparable to erstwhile parishes. The levels of natives are plotted with blue 
colours. Darker colours imply a lower percentage of natives, and thus a higher percentage of immigrants. 
Parishes for which the data is missing are grey. In addition, the soil types of Flanders have been plotted 




                                               
727 Rosental, Les Sentiers Invisibles. 
728 Redford, Labour Migration in England, p. 8-10, 58-60, 157-164. 
729 See chapter five of this thesis for a discussion out-parish relief and mobility according to the Bulskamp account books. 
RAB, Bulskamp, 7; RAB, Bulskamp, 8. 
730 STREAM project. 
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Map 13: Native population as percentage of total population linked with soil types, 1796. 
 
This map visualises the share of natives among the local population linked to soil types. Parishes in 
dark blue have a low level of natives, parishes in light blue have a high percentage of natives. 
 
This map shows that up to half or more of the population in the polder areas was non-native. The levels 
of non-natives were clearly highest in the polder areas, but considerable differences also existed between 
polder parishes. Many sandy loam parishes of Furnes and Ypres as well as several sand parishes of 
Courtrai moreover also had relatively high levels of non-natives. Unfortunately, we cannot compare 
these data over time for the eighteenth century. More detailed micro-level comparative research is 
necessary to understand the differences in migration balances. Deschacht and Winter recently analysed 
the general migration patterns for Flanders using the 1796 and other nineteenth-century censuses.731 
They used regression analysis to explain the different levels of non-natives in different regions. It 
demonstrated a strong causal link between farm sizes and non-natives. Parishes with larger farms 
generally had more non-natives, parishes with smaller farm sizes generally had more natives. Farm size 
is generally used as a proxy for the division of property rights and labour relations. Less people have 
access to land in parishes with more larger farms and less smaller farms. This correlated with high levels 
of non-natives among the inhabitants. According to Deschacht and Winter this relates to the 
commodification of labour. Areas with larger farms needed more labourers to work the land and 
included non-native day labourers and servants. 
 
                                               




The 1810-1811 Enquiries: Seasonal Labour Mobility 
In contrast to the series of sources discussed above, the results of the 1811 enquiry of seasonal labour 
mobility have not been plotted seperately in the context of this research.732 Instead, the analysis of 
Lucassen has been complemented with more nuanced findings on local data in the primary sources. 
Lucassen has already visualised the most relevant migration streams and in-depth research of the sources 
provided no changes to the picture he painted. The primary sources did however provide more 
information on the local level, for example the villages concerned with this intradepartmental seasonal 
migration, which have been used here to nuance Lucassen’s earlier findings to better comprehend the 
migration streams in the context of the Concordat.733   
  Lucassen demonstrated that West Flanders was not a mobile area in terms of interdepartmental 
seasonal labour.734 The Lys department included the districts of Bruges, Furnes, Ypres and Courtrai and 
did not receive nor send more than five hundred migrants from other departments, which was the 
criterium Lucassen used to consider a region a mobile region. The Jemappes department, which included 
Tournai Tournaisis, on the other hand was considered a labour migrant-sending region by Lucassen. 
Most of these migrants hailed from the Tournai-Tournaisis district within Jemappes. The most mobile 
parts of the Concordat then were Flandres Maritimes as a migrant-receiving area, and the areas of Lille 
and Tournai Tournaisis as migrant-sending areas.  
  Many labour migrants from Flanders also crossed the borders to Zealand Flanders in the 
Northern Netherlands to work there,735 which indicates there was considerable movement along the 
Dutch-Flemish borders and thus passing several Concordat parishes. This ‘transient migration’ was also 
mentioned by the board of Maldegem Ambacht in their decline of the invitation to join the Concordat. 
The board argued that most migration in the area took place to Zealand Flanders, not to the West Flemish 
coast nor to North-France, and that many people who worked the summers in Zealand Flanders settled 
down in slack season on the edges of the Maldegem border parishes, providing a ‘nuisance’ to the local 
community.736   
 
Mobility per Department in the Primary Sources of the 1811 Enquiries  
In the 1811 enquiries, the Lys department mentioned that 150 to 200 agricultural labourers left the region 
annually to work in the grain agriculture in Cadzand and the Escaut department in general. They returned 
mid september. This is confirmed by the enquiry of the Escaut department, which mentioned incoming 
labourers from the Lys department for the harvest. They went to the polders where harvest took place 
later than in the rest of the department and where there were less workers available. The number of 
incoming migrants was however unknown, according to the Lys department. It stated 
 
‘Quant aux individus étrangers au Dept qui seraient dans l’usage d’y venir travailler, on n’en connait 
point d’autres que les chaudronniers Auvergnats, ils n’ont point d’époque fixe d’arrivée ou de Départ 
& restent quelques fois plusieus années sans retourner dans leur Pays, il est impossible d’évaluer à quoi 
peut s’élever ce qu’ils emportent de Bénefices’.737 
 
Another twenty to thirty labourers from the Lys department moved to Paris annually to fulfill 
apprenticeships as shoemakers. Several workers moreover left as coppersmiths to the the Auvergne 
region.  
                                               
732 AN, F 20, 434; AN, F 20, 435. 
733 AN, F 20, 434; Idem, 435.  
734 Lucassen, Naar de Kusten van de Noordzee, p. 307-308. 
735 Idem, p. 307-314. 
736 RAB, RBV, 574, Folio 21 verso; RAG KSL, 48: Maldegem Agreement, 1753. 
737 AN, F 20, 435, Département du Lys. 
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The Lys department itself mentioned no incoming migration, but some other regions did provide 
indications. The Dyle department (surrounding Brussels) for example claimed to send about a hundred 
labourers annually to the north of the Lys department and three other departments. If the Lys department 
thus received one quarter of these immigrants on average, this meant that twenty-five incoming 
labourers arrived from Dyle annually.   
  The Nord department, including Maritime Flanders and Walloon Flanders, representing the 
French part of the Concordat, mentioned 2900 harvesters as seasonal migrants. Five-sixth of these 
labourers however only moved within the Nord department and did not leave the region. The other sixth 
went to Pas de Calais, a neighbouring ‘pays de grande culture’. The Nord department also mentioned it 
received about 600 workers annually from outside the department.   
 
As stated before, the 1811 enquiries do not mention coastal Flanders (i.e.the Lys department) as 
migration destination, something which struck Jan Lucassen as odd.738 The above enquiries have 
suggested that an internal labour market already partially saturated that demand. The 1776 enquiry 
especially has signalled the parishes of origin and of residence of paupers, indicating they moved over 
short distances, presumably according to labour demand in the polder parishes. Deschacht and Winter 
have confirmed that especially parishes with high degrees of labour commodification and commercial 
farming received high levels of non-natives.739 This confirms Lucassens hypothesis on the internal 
satisfaction of the labour market, as well as on the short distances of labour migration.  
  Although the enquiries thus appear to confirm the theses on internal mobility, there are some 
limitations to the findings. They represent the early nineteenth century, and their applicability to the 
mid-eighteenth century has not been assessed, despite Deschacht and Winter’s arguments regarding the 
continuity in labour and land relations.740 The hesitation to adopt nineteenth-century findings for the 
Concordat can also be motivated for by a remark in the 1811 enquiries. The Dyle department mentioned 
that the price of passports in Zealand Flanders had increased, which prevented several workers from 
migrating there annually as they had done in the past.741 Property distribution and labour relations are 
not the only indications of migration patterns and do not necessarily mean that migration patterns and 
balances remained unchanged as well, especially with regard to local parishes. Nevertheless, on a 
regional scale, there are little indications of discontinuity.   
  The 1811 enquiry is limited because it only represents a specific aspect of labour mobility, 
namely annual seasonal labour crossing departmental boundaries. Other forms of labour migration were 
also abundant in the area. Servants for example generally followed a pattern of lifecycle migration, 
moving around to find jobs in their youth until they had gathered enough to settle and form a family.742  
Live-in servants often had different origins, as has also been demonstrated by the accession of the parish 
of Merkem to the Concordat: it wanted to speed up the admission process to admit before May, when 
the annual end of the hiring contracts of servants would possibly create new dependents on the local 
relief resources.743 Adopting the birthplace criterion of the Concordat before that would allow Merkem 
to shift these possible burdens to the parishes of settlement of these migrant servants. Day labour was 
likewise an important source of flexible labour, as has also been demonstrated in the 1759 enquiries, but 
this was neither represented in the 1811 sources. An in-depth case study of labour relations on a large 
farm in a more inland area has moreover shown that most hired labourers originated from nearby 
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parishes.744 Several servants were moreover peasants or small farmers who (had) worked small plots of 
land nearby and paid off their land lease debts by working for the landowning farmer.745 These different 
forms of labour contracts, which also included high levels of migrants as has been shown in the above 
enquiries, thus demonstrate that the 1811 enquiries are not extensive enough to explain migration 
patterns in the Concordat region. 
 
Figure 14: Migrant receiving areas (more than 500 immigrants annually) in the 1811 enquiries.  








                                               
744 Lambrecht, Een grote hoeve, p. 149-150, 163-164. 
745 Idem, p. 138. 
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Figure 15: Migrant sending areas, sending over 500 immigrants annually to other districs in the 1811 
enquiries.  
Image copied from Jan Lucassen, Naar de Kusten van de Noordzee 
 
 
Continuity in Migration Patterns  
The 1811 enquiries show no clear signs of changing patterns with what we know for the second half of 
the eighteenth century. Instead, there appears to have been a relatively high level of continuity. Mobility 
levels were high, especially in polder areas and areas with large farms. People mostly moved on short 
distances, rarely exceeding fifteen kilometers. Unfortunately, we have little indications of the mobility 
between France and the Low Countries because of the nature and documentation.   
  To what extent, then, did migration patterns influence the creation or adoption of the Concordat 
of Ypres? Earlier chapters have argued that the creators collaborated mostly because of political and 
economic motives. As migrant-receiving areas (especially the polder regions), they would however 
benefit from the Concordat, as it provided them roughly speaking with the benefits of flexible labour 
155 
 
mobility but unburdened them from possible relief responsibilities and of monitoring costs for 
demanding and checking warranties and warranty letters. The region of Maldegem for example 
addressed migration patterns in its refusal to join the Concordat because it had ‘no connection to seaside 
Flanders’ and had a sufficient internal labour supply.746 Merken, on the other hand, wanted to join the 
agreement to prevent immigrant domestic servants from gaining a settlement in the parish.747 But not all 
members seem to have been aware: some might have been convinced to join the Concordat by other 
reasons, such as discourses on increasing settlement conflicts, to find out later that settlement by birth 
combined with relatively high emigration balances increased their local poor relief expenditure. The 
Liberty of Bruges and some other members for example realised in the 1770s that the migration balances 
were not working in their favour. The creating members of Furnes and Ypres on the other hand appear 
to have been aware of migration balances at a much earlier stage, as demonstrated by earlier local 
settlement regulations agreements.748 An ordinance of the city and castellany of Furnes in 1731 for 
example stated that this ordinnance, which abolished warranty letters and installed, among other things, 
a basis criterion of settlement by birth, served as a means to 
 
‘not just conserve the locally-born inhabitants but to stimulate foreign persons to come and settle here, 
and thereby augmenting the local population as far as possible without ruining the resources of the local 
poor table (...) therefore it is needed to issue a regulation that does not limit the natives of their freedom 
to move from the one parish to the other, and that does not torture the foreigner who wants to settle here 
with unreasonable burdens and requests’.749  
 
This perceived awareness of migration and the interests or needs to influence these mobility patterns 
might have been related to the problems of cross-border migration (and different jurisdictions), the 
border shiftings, and the destructions of the wars. It might be clear that these formed a motive for the 
border regions to create the Concordat.  
  The effects of the agreement on migration patterns is more difficult to measure, because of the 
lack of reliable comparable data, and secondly because we have relatively little insight into the agency 
of the migrants themselves. The migration patterns do however seem relatively unchanged throughout 
the period, with high non-native percentages of the population and high mobility levels in the coastal 
areas and most migration directed at parishes with a high labour demand because of the large farms and 
commodification of labour. This corroborates the theory and historiography on migration to the arable 
lands of the polders, forming a commercial farmers’ social agrosystem. It also corroborates theories on 
labour migration, which was often short distance and in function of labour demand. The theories on 
migration from Inland Flanders to coastal Flanders are moreover slightly nuanced by these research 
findings. Migration did take place from for example sand parishes to polder parishes, which fits the 
hypothesis of small peasants itinerantly moving to commercial farming areas. The grain agriculture 
labour market might thus not necessarily have depended on migrants coming in from far away, instead 
a regional landless class of labourers saturated this seasonal labour market to a large degree.   
  The research has also confirmed that coastal Flanders was a region with high levels of mobility. 
It thus confirms Rosental’s claim that there was no such thing as rural sedentarity until en-masse rural-
urban migration arrived.750 The rural population instead moved around often, in search of work, or 
because of other reasons relating to survival strategies. Although the data analysed do not allow for an 
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749 Ibidem. 
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analysis of change over time, they do reveal continued trends of high levels of immigration in the polder 
regions, thus confirming the theories on labour mobility in this agrarian capitalist region. 
 
4.3 Migration Regulation in Practice: The Castellany of Furnes 
 
The migration patterns analysis demonstrates that the rural district of Furnes gathered more information 
on mobility than other Concordat institutions, or at least, this was well documented and more has been 
conserved in the archives. This higher degree of government regulation and interference is corroborated 
by research on relief in the Furnes district. As a border area and a region dominated by agrarian 
capitalism, local elites were keen on regulating movement and inequality to their best interests. The 
castellany of Furnes was among the main regions to introduce poor taxes to complement poor table 
incomes.751 The district was moreover one of the creators of the Concordat and remained a member until 
the end (1750-1796). The ordinances of the district have also been saved in the archives, which allows 
us to zoom in on migration regulation in practice in the area.752 This analysis will contribute to a better 
understanding of how the Concordat, and especially its mobility regulations, were implemented in 
practice. This section therefore serves as a case study to nuance the findings on changing migration 
patterns discussed above.  
 
Although Furnes was an advocate of free mobility, the district board did restrict incoming movement 
during the Concordat. Such often indirect migration control already formed an important part of rural 
politics in the late seventeenth century. The district’s ordinances show increasing measures of social 
control on immigration from the seventeenth century onwards.753 This control also related to a 
disbalance in the population and in ownership.754 In the seventeenth century, many Furnes’ landowners 
had emigrated to the North of France, where owning land was less expensive and more profitable, or 
had left in the context of the wars. This left behind several hofsteden which eventually became inhabited 
by landless labourers, often immigrants. The ‘middle class’ of rural society thus having left for France, 
the wealthiest farmers increasingly acquired larger plots of land, a process which had been set in motion 
from the Middle Ages onwards, and hired landless labourers, often originating from other parishes or 
districts.755 The Furnes district board tried to tackle the social issues by issuing several bans on allowing 
‘aliens’ to stay overnight.756 The castellany also repeatedly forbade the building of ‘kleine huizekens’ 
(little cottages) and ordered their destruction. Poor immigrants supposedly lodged in these cottages.757 
Both these bans were intended prevent incoming poor families from obtaining settlement. They could 
either build up a duration of residence granting them entitlement to settlement, as would be the case 
under central legislation, or have children within the parish, who would be granted local settlement 
effectively according to French 1730s legislation and later also according to the Concordat.758 Another 
restrictive measure taken by the district board was ordering local paupers to wear identification 
badges.759 In that way, the castellany board tried to monitor the poor and mobile population and prevent 
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attracting unwanted poor migrants. Such kinds of monitoring of migration regulation continued during 
the Concordat era.  
 
Soon after signing the Concordat, Furnes issued policy letters curtailing removal and stimulating out-
parish relief. An ordinance of August 1750 ordered parish overseers to be vigilant regarding immigrants 
and ordered inhabitants to not lodge immigrants without moral certificate issued by their last place of 
residence.760 Control became stricter after the issuing of central legislation on settlement for Flanders 
according to the 24 October 1750 decree.761 The castellany issued an ordinance urging all overseers to 
check the residents and those listed in the pointingen, a land tax for residents. Parishes had to report 
annual overviews to the castellany board. This should help prevent migrants with non-Concordat 
settlements from being confused with immigrants from within the Concordat. Non-Concordat migrants 
could after all gain settlement rights after three years’ residence and tax payment, hence why the tax 
lists formed part of the orders.762 In February 1752, the district board ordered that all migrants who 
became destitute and pertained to the Concordat parishes should be advanced relief by their host 
parishes, taking care of their most stringent need such as food or medical care.763 This was to be 
reimbursed by the parish of settlement. Migrants had complained that they could not demand help in 
their host parishes, nor beg on the streets to collect money for travelling to their settlement parish to 
demand relief there. Preliminary provisions should help prevent this issue. The castellany of Furnes in 
doing so institutionalised out-parish relief to a certain extent. This made part of a process of 
simplification of the governance of migration and mobility.764 It could also be interpreted as tightening 
the reins on migration control. The castellany argued that certificates were not checked often enough, 
which presented possible risks of augmenting the number of paupers, and therefore limited housing to 
immigrants with a moral certificate. These findings thus allude to some sort of early modern issues of 
street level bureaucracy, in which overseers did not follow the rules and instead hesitated to comply 
with regulations. 
 
Aside from stimulating out-parish relief and increasing the checks on identification, Furnes took several 
other measures restricting free mobility, most notably in the 1770s.765 The enquiry into vremde 
cortgesetenen went hand in hand with complaints regarding ‘strangers’ and their children begging on 
the streets. The board therefore also issued an enquiry into the little cottages and their inhabitants, to 
monitor the resident poor in the parish. The castellany board urged its parishes to fulfill these enquiries 
because  
 
‘several indigents have settled who are being maintained by the poor tables of other jurisdictions, and 
some of them, and some of their children, even go begging which can only be a nuisance to your 
parish’.766  
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After the cortgesetenen enquiry confirmed that there were relatively high levels of landless immigrants, 
the castellany board ordered the removal of all vremde cortgesetenden resident poor who received relief 
from another parish, including those recently arrived. These poor would have to leave their houses 
before the 1st May (the ordinance dates from 14 December), on the punishment of being ‘evicted from 
their homes with their furniture’.767 To prevent such ‘inconveniencies’ in the future, the overseers were 
ordained to ‘seriously pay attention’ to the warranty letters and moral certificates of the immigrant 
labouring poor. The overseers had been too negligent, according to the castellany board:  
 
‘de onachtsaemhydt die der is gebeurt door het naerlaeten van de selve te hebben geeyst certificat van 
hun goetleven ende gedragh, alsoock ofte sij in staete waeren hun ende familie te onderhouden met den 
styl ofte neiringe door hun gepleegt alles seer schaedelijck aen het publiq’.768  
 
The overseers had not demanded settlement identification documents, namely moral certificates proving 
the reputation and self-sufficiency of these immigrants or warranty letters for non-Concordat 
immigrants, and this negligence was ‘very harmful to the population’. In the future, the documents of 
incoming migrants had to be checked more strictly.769 
  This monitoring and regulation continued until the end of the Concordat. In 1772, the castellany 
board again ordered that immigrants should register before being allowed to settle.770 This ordinance 
was, in many ways, a stricter confirmation of the 1771 ordinance.  Property owners could not rent to 
‘strangers’ without permission from the parish overseer. Overseers should ensure checking warranty 
letters or moral certificates of immigrants. This implies that overseers were reluctant or hesitant to verify 
the documents of incoming migrants, even if this meant that there was no way of finding out whether 
these fell under the Concordat common ensurance of settlement by birth, or under central legislations of 
obtaining settlement through residence and tax payments. The board argued that stricter controls on 
migrants’ documents were necessary because increasing numbers of immigrants settled in the region, 
and expenses had increased accordingly. The discourse is remarkable when compared to the responses 
of the castellany board to the 1773 exit proposal of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges.771 These members 
argued that the Concordat had failed and that relief expenses had only increased. Furnes replied that this 
related to structural and cyclical factors, such as the crisis, and not to the Concordat regulations. In 
practice, however, Furnes apparently did regulate migration stricter than prescribed in the Concordat to 
prevent further increases in expenses.  
 
In a sense, the castellany of Furnes thus thwarted the Concordat, by limiting housing and stimulating 
out-parish relief over removal, and later by removing all immigrants without a warranty letter. The 
ordinances of Furnes clearly showed that certain strategies, such as the Concordat itself, were intended 
to specifically attract working migrants, and others, such as the regulations on housing restrictions, were 
intended to ensure monitoring and limiting the influx of ‘unwanted’ migrants.  Another factor that 
played a role, although arguably smaller, was the fear for diseases such as malaria, thought to be caused 
by bad air, and the bovine plague, of which contemporaries did not understand whether it spread to 
humans.772 Immigrants could thus also spread disease, which was an additional motive to curtail free 
mobility. The nature of the ordinances, however, indicate that regulations mostly concerned selective 
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policies. Such practices also existed in urban settings, such as eighteenth-century Antwerp.773 Although 
such selectivity has often been considered a typical urban migration regulation strategy in the context 
of urbanisation, this research shows that the rural district Furnes was also selective towards migrants. 
This indicates that interests with regarding the labour market, demography, migration patterns were 
(perhaps) more decisive for such selectivity than the specific urban character of the host society. More 
comparative rural-urban research is needed to assess these preliminary conclusions and understand the 
differences and relations between rural and urban authorities. 
 
The restrictive measures show that Furnes was to some extent aware of incoming and outgoing migration 
in its parishes. Furnes might have been a forefighter of the supralocal Concordat, in practice the 
castellany board regulated immigration to a certain extent to protect local relief resources. Similar 
processes have been described in historiography, especially with regard to cities. Urban governments 
and elites generally tried to attract skilled and low-skilled labourers and prevented paupers from settling 
within the city gates, as for example in eighteenth-century Antwerp.774 Such local-regional tensions and 
varying interests complicated collaborations on a regional level, as each locality had different interests. 
Supralocal or regional agreements obscured differences on the micro-level, for example between open 
and close parishes. The findings on inclusion or exclusion, then, also relate to the question of scale: the 
district of Furnes might have issued restrictive measures, but parishes did not necessarily comply with 
them and had different opportunity structures, which forms part of the explanation on varying 
differences on the parish level. Like Deschacht and Winter have demonstrated that high levels of non-
natives in local parishes were causally related to high levels of large farms,775 different interests on 
different levels of governance explain the differences in inclusion and exclusion. 
 
 
4.4 Migration and Makeshift Economies 
 
So far, this chapter has demonstrated that there were few changes in migration patterns and that relatively 
large discrepancies existed between migration policies and local implementation of migration 
regulation, as Furnes for example issued several regulating measures. The implications of the Concordat 
for migration will also measured here by placing mobility in the context of makeshift economies. Hufton 
had coined this concept to refer to the variety of survival strategies of the poor which were used in 
different measures to adapt to the situation, i.e. makeshift.776 Employment and relief were among these 
strategies, as well as begging, stealing and prostitution. Hufton argued that mobility was another 
important option. The poor moved around for example in the search of work or to be near to families or 
friends and other social networks.777 As the Concordat was arguably intended to stimulate mobility, this 
paragraph will therefore asses what the impact of the Concordat was on the role of mobility in the 
makeshift economies of the poor.  
  Research by Dalle on the changing demography of the castellany of Furnes for example 
suggested that population numbers in the region increased because of immigration.778 Dalle showed that 
the share of landowners in the population decreased, whereas the share of non-landowners only 
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increased between 1750 and 1785. Dalle blamed the increasing immigration of landless labourers. These 
immigrants were mostly employed in the agricultural sector but had no direct access to land 
themselves.779 Based on this information, one would argue that the Concordat succeeded in attracting 
labour migrants for grain agriculture. Even if these migrants did not move itinerantly but remained in 
the coastal areas, they could in theory be relieved on out-parish relief in times of destitution. Dalle 
argued that a similar disbalance between farmers and landless labourers existed in the North of France, 
which was corroborated by the research of Lefebvre.780 These immigration balances in rural Furnes 
changed from the 1780s onwards, as urban industries blossomed. The population of Bruges and Ghent 
started to increase from 1765, other cities like Antwerp and Malines increased from 1780 onwards.781 
The population increase of the castellany of Furnes slowed down from 1782 onwards, especially in the 
sectors of small peasantry. Dalle suggested that either these people moved to cities, or there was more 
likely a decrease of immigration from other districts, which now were directed at cities. A 1786 decree 
restricting flax trade moreover stimulated the emigration of flax producers, especially of the Menin 
district, to the north of France.782   
  The findings of Dalle were limited to the population statistics of the rural district of Furnes and 
are not representative for the changes in the entire Concordat region. Research on the migration balances 
in the Flemish region of the Southern Low Countries by Deschacht and Winter has demonstrated that 
the levels of non-natives per parish were relatively continuous in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century. Their research is based on the population statistics of 1796, 1815 and 1846.783 The question 
remains to what extent these findings can be extrapolated to an earlier period. The 1796 and 1846 census 
took place in different contexts, considering (proto-) industrialisation, the revolutionary wars, the 1840s 
subsistence crisis and new forms of agriculture such as the sugar beet in France, which had implications 
for labour mobility patterns.784 Despite these limitations, the notion of continuity is corroborated by the 
few changes in agricultural sectors and landownership in West Flanders, which suggests a continuity of 
the migration balances for an earlier period as well.785 The share of migrants among the total population 
must have been relatively stable, following this line of reasoning. That would mean that the Concordat 
did not necessarily stimulate mobility and migration in the region, but rather eased the administration 
and bureacracy surrounding migration. The findings on the relative continuity of mobility are 
nevertheless a limited indication on the changing role of mobility as survival strategy. Although the 
patterns and balances remained similar, we have no information on the intensity of movement, that is, 
how often people moved, nor on the characteristics of migrants. Perhaps, then, the Concordat did not 
necessarily influence the makeshift economies of the poor, but rather facilitated the existing system.
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4.4 Settlement Identification Documents in Policy and in Practice 
 
This paragraph delves deeper into the instruments of migration regulation, in this case warranty letters 
and moral certificates, and analyses how these functioned in practice. This helps us to better understand 
how communities dealt with migration and mobility in practice and how migrants experienced the 
Concordat and influenced its practices. It contributes to understanding the migration implications of the 
Concordat by researching settlement identification documents as a tool of migration regulation.   
  Migrants were often supposed to carry some sort of certificates and present them to the 
authorities when settling in a new place.786 These were one of the main instruments for checking 
migrants’ settlement and regulating migration. The most discussed example in historiography are the 
English and Welsh settlement certificates. These were among the first forms of identification, after the 
beggars’ and vagrants’ passports which had been introduced from the Middle Ages onwards.787 Unlike 
pauper letters, which can count on an extensive historiography,788 settlement certificates and their likes 
have so far received less attention. Little qualitative research exists on these documents, and we have 
little insight into who used settlement certificates, to what extent they were checked and how they were 
implemented in practice. They have been discussed in the context of settlement laws and migration, but 
only recently have historians directed their attention to the certificates themselves, motivated among 
other things by the material turn in history, which has caused migration historians to focus on the 
material qualities of settlement identification documents following the early twenty-first century 
interests in passports.789 These raise new questions on the domains of state control and administrative 
efforts to regulate poverty and mobility. Tadmor has for example recently published an article on the 
standardisation and printing of settlement certificates in England.790 This standardisation, Tadmor 
argued, demonstrates inter alia the increasing governmentality of state control.   
  Earlier publications discussed for example how abolishing settlement certificates was supposed 
to stimulate mobility much like in the sense of the Concordat (see chapter one).791 Others analysed urban 
migration patterns according to the settlement certificates,792 and discussed the certificates as one of the 
many forms of identification in England.793 This debate still contains several gaps regarding the links 
between identificaiton and migration. Tadmor summed up several of these questions when she stated  
 
‘sometimes there is lack of clarity, for example, whether the settlement certificates were expensive and 
reluctantly issued by parishes seeking to avoid long-term commitment, or readily provided in the hope 
that the recipients would not return, and to what extent they comprised a unified corpus of bureaucratic 
documents’.794  
 
These questions are too extensive to answer in this chapter, but the following section will discuss the 
types of settlement identification documents used during the Concordat in a comparative framework. 
Comparing policies over time and discussing the daily practices based on indications from local 
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ordinances and individual conflict cases (see chapter six), this paragraph provides new insights into the 
debates on identification in general and settlement documents in particular. It starts with a discussion on 
the general characteristics of settlement certificates as opposed to other forms of identity documents, 
followed by an analysis of the warranty letters used in the Southern Low Countries and the moral 
certificates as ordained in the Concordat, subsequently discussing to what extent these were used in 
practice. The documents used here are not representative but are rather used as an illustration to 
demonstrate the similarities in forms and functions of settlement documents in the Low Countries and 
in England and Wales. Although settlement certificates are limited to the latter, comparable documents 
such as warranty letters were used in the Low Countries. The following paragraphs will demonstrate to 
what extent the form and lay-out of these documents were alike, and to what extent their promise and 
implications differed. It also goes into the measure of standardisation of these documents, which is an 
implication of the frequency of use and the value local governments attached to these documents.795 The 
section concludes with a comparative discussion on the implications of these certificates.  
The Form of Settlement Identification Documents in Europe 
Settlement certificates and warranty letters generally functioned as documents proving that someone 
who left his or her parish of settlement had a place of settlement. In that sense, they ensured that an 
immigrant would not (directly) become a burden on the host parish. They took different shapes in 
different places. A research trip to the archives of Leicestershire and Rutland in the English Midlands 
offered an example of settlement certificates from the early eighteenth century.796 Such certificates were 
generally constructed as a promise, in the likes of ‘we the overseers and churchwardens of this parish 
promise that this man and his wife and family and any future children are allowed to reside in that parish 
and that we will relieve any of them when in need and care for them in our parish’.  Each certificate also 
contained the autographs of all churchwardens and overseers of the settlement parish, as well as of the 
said person the certificate was made for. In a late eighteenth-century example, the settlement parish 
promised that a man and his wife were legally settled and resident and allowed them to sojourn in 
different parishes according to the interests of his business, promising to maintain them if chargeable 
until the point that the family would legally receive a settlement elsewhere.797 Other examples of early 
modern and nineteent-century settlement certificates can be found on the website of the London Lives 
project.798 This research project has digitised 240,000 manuscripts relating to crime, poverty and social 
policy in late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century London, among which many settlement certificates.  
The image copied below is taken from their database and represents a 1715 settlement certificate for 
Hughes Potter and his wife Jane who moved from one parish in the City of London to another.799 It is 
pre-printed, as was more often the case for urban settlement certificates. The text is comparable to the 
ones found in Leicester and elsewhere. The main text reads: 
 
‘WE William byth John Buckham and Benjamin Hall Church-Wardens and Overseers of the Poor of the 
Parish of St Katherine Cree Church in the Citty of London aforesaid do hereby own and acknowledge 
Potter Hugher and Jane his Wife now Living in the Parish of St Dionis Backchurch to be reall Inhabitants 
                                               
795 Cf. Tadmor, “The Rise of the Poor” 
796 Record Office for Leicestershire (ROL), Leicester and Rutland. I would like to thank Keith Snell for introducing me to these 
archives and helping me select useful examples. 
797 ROL, Uppingham DE 1912/30/1-20, Settlement Certificates 1697-177; Idem, 141-160, Settlement Certificates 1780-1837. 
798 ‘London Lives 1690-1800. Crime, Poverty and Social Policy in the Metropolis’, https://www.londonlives.org/ (last visited 
12-03-2019, 15:39) 
799 This source is derived from the London Lives Project. Reference to the original source: London Metropolitan Archives, St 
Dionis Backchurch Parish: Churchwardens' Vouchers/Receipts DB | PP, 28th March 1683 - 15th October 1729:  




legally settled in the Parish of St. Katherine Cree church aforesaid. In Witness whereof We have 
hereunto set out Hands and Seals, the 22th Day of August 1715 in the first Year of the Reign of our 
Sovereign Lord King George by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, [..] Defender 
of Faith, Etc. Annoq: Dom. 1715’. 800 
 
Figure 16: English settlement certificate, 1715 
 
This settlement certificate certified Hugher Potter and his wife Dane. This image is derived from the 
London Lives Project. Reference to the original source: London Metropolitan Archives, St Dionis 
Backchurch Parish: Churchwardens' Vouchers/Receipts DB | PP, 28th March 1683 - 15th October 




The form of warranty letters in the Dutch Republic were relatively similar to those in England and 
Wales, as the following examples will show. This is remarkable with regard to the alleged uniqueness 
of English settlement and relief system as has been argued by several historians, but rather 
understandable regarding the promises and values these documents conveyed. As mentioned before, 
Amsterdam for example abolished warranty letters to stimulate incoming mobility for the fleet.801 The 
                                               
800 London Metropolitan Archives, St Dionis Backchurch Parish: Churchwardens' Vouchers/Receipts DB | PP, 28th March 
1683 - 15th October 1729: https://www.londonlives.org/browse.jsp?div=GLDBPP30701PP307010160 (last visited 20-2-2019, 
16:08). 
; Transscribed by the London Lives project, corrected by the author with the help Anne Winter.  




following section delves deeper into the characteristics of these documents. Research by Davids into 
migration to Leiden has provided some first examples of warranty letters in the Republic.802  The 
following image below been copied from his publication. It states: 
 
Figure 17: Warranty letter from Leiden,1768 
 
 
‘We the underscribed Masters and Regents of the home-
poor in Leyden certify and promise herewith, that in case 
that Martinus Mulder, aged about twenty-eight, who has 
moved his residence to Valckenburgh, would find himself 
in poverty, so that he could no longer provide for himself, 
will always allow and take the said person in Leiden and  
compensate and free  the Poor Masters of Valkenburgh 
thereof actum Leyden the 30th of April 1768 Gerard 











This warranty letter has been copied from Davids ,  
“Migratie te Leiden” p. 148. The original source can   
be found in the municipal archives of Leiden:   
Gemeente Archief Leiden, Stadsarchief na 1574, 5665. 
 
 
In the quote provided here, the words written in italic were originally written by hand, the other words 
were originally printed. This is another example of a warranty letter from a city that was standardised 
and pre-printed. This presumably proved less expensive, as they had more inhabitants and thus in 
absolute numbers more mobility than for example rural parishes. The text itself is relatively comparable 
to the English one, although it does lack the stamps. Research by Coppens on the Brabant area of the 
Southern Low Countries on the other hand demonstrated that warranty letters in that region generally 
contained a stamp of the alderman.804 The Leiden warranty letter used by Davids however does contain 
a sign of an H and an S written on top of each other, which Davids confirmed to be the stamp of the 
poor relief institution of Leiden.805   
                                               
802 Davids “Migratie te Leiden”. 
803 The concept ‘huys-armen’ relates to the Dutch name for poor relief institutions, namely ‘Huyszittenhuis’, referring to 
outdoor relief in contrast to workhouses. This warranty letter has been copied from Davids, “Migratie te Leiden” p. 148. The 
original source can be found in the municipal archives of Leiden: Gemeente Archief Leiden, Stadsarchief na 1574, 5665. 
804 Coppens, “Een arme eend”, p. 153. 





Research by VUB history student Niels Minnaard on the warranty letters of incoming migrants in the 
frontier city of Bergen op Zoom in the south of the Dutch Republic confirmed the similarities throughout 
the eighteenth-century Dutch Republic.806 These warranty letters, which have been digitised by local 
archives,807 had a similar layout to those in Leiden. They also mentioned the settlement and host parish, 
the names of the migrant involved and family members, and contained a promise to relieve this person 
in case of destitution. Most of these letters contained official stamps, as well as autographs of mayors, 
or parish overseers. Some of them, especially from larger cities like Rotterdam, were standardised as 
printed forms like the above examples of Leiden and London. Some of the warranty letters also 
mentioned the professions of the individuals. The letters also stressed the reputation, or the moral 
behaviour of the person involved, stating that it for example concerned ‘een eerlijck man, staende ter 
goeder naeme ende faeme’.808  
 
The Function of Settlement Identification Documents in Europe 
There are several issues related to researching warranty letters as a source for mobility and poor relief. 
For one, these documents do not form a representative source for analysing incoming or outgoing 
migrations. There is no insight in the dark number of documents that were not conserved. Moreover, it 
is not clear who was provided with a warranty letter and who was not. Snell and Charlesworth for 
example argued that there are far too little survived settlement certificates in the English archives 
compared to the sources on removal and out-parish relief.809 This indicates that not every immigrant 
presented a settlement certificate. Several historians suggested that settlement certificates and warranty 
letters were most likely only distributed to an ‘employable subset of migrants’.810  Research on Bergen 
op Zoom confirmed that the share of warranty letters from Flemish villages just across the borders did 
not correspond with the share of immigrants originating from these parishes in the marriage registers.811 
There were too few warranty letters conserved in the archives from migrants originating from nearby 
Flemish parishes.  This also related to agreements between neighbouring parishes, such as the 
Concordat, on abolishing warranty letters. Documentation was presumably more important for 
migration over larger distances. That involved lesser known administrations and could support the 
acceptance of a migrant by the host community. It was presumably also more important for people who 
could be more difficult to accept such as families with many children or able-bodied young labour 
migrants who risked being taken for vagrants. More comparative research in local archives is needed to 
test these hypotheses.  
  Different types of settlement identification documents had different implications. From 1795 
onwards, English settlement certificates for example made an immigrant irremovable until he or she 
sought relief in his or her host parish.812 If an immigrant with a certificate did become destitute, the costs 
of removal and, if applicable, the reimbursement of out-parish relief would be hauled on the settlement 
                                               
806 Niels Minnaard, ‘Bergse Brieven. Een onderzoek op basis van de borgbrieven uit Bergen op Zoom 1717-1809’, unpublished 
paper for the course ‘Werkcollege Nieuwe Tijd’ in History, Vrije Universiteit Brussel (2016-2017). 
807 West-Brabants Archief (WBA), Stedelijke Archieven (SA), 3116 - 3120 Borgbrieven, akten van indemniteit of bewijzen 
van goed gedrag, overgelegd door personen die zich te Bergen op Zoom hebben gevestigd (1717-1809). 
808 ‘an honest man, of good name and fame’, as cited in Minnaard, “Bergse Brieven”. Original source: West-Brabants Archief, 
Borgbrieven Bergen op Zoom, inv. nr. 3116, Borgbrief van Antwerpen aan Bergen op Zoom, 20 februari 1749.   
809 Cf. Snell, “Settlement, Poor Law and the Rural Historian”; Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past, p. 55-56. 
810 Winter, “Regulating Urban Migration”, p. 185; Byung Khun Song, “Agrarian Policies on Pauper Settlement and Migration, 
Oxfordshire 1750-1834”, Continuity and Change, 13 (1998), p. 378-379. 
811 Minnaard, “Bergse Brieven”, p. 16. 




parish. Similar acts existed on a local level in eighteenth-century Flanders. The castellany of Furnes 
issued ordinances in the 1770s stating that all resident immigrants without warranty letters nor moral 
certificates had to present their documents to the parish overseers within 14 days, on punishment of 
being removed.813 The settlement system in the United Kingdom did however have more elaborate 
means of control such as settlement examinations and arrival books.   
  Settlement parishes could be willing to provide documents for their poor, as this allowed them 
to find work elsewhere, thus possibly reducing relief expenses. But parishes could also be hesitant to 
grant them, as it ensured the dependency of generations to come. This has been mentioned in the English 
examples discussed above and was also valid for warranty letters in the Brabant and Antwerp regions 
of the Southern Low Countries, as Winter has argued. Issuing a warranty letter provided settlement 
parishes with ‘intergenerational responsabilities’.814 Settlement parishes were therefore often reluctant 
to provide them. Winter has argued that these were mostly issued to an ‘employable subset of migrants’, 
who were considered to find work elsewhere easily by their settlement parishes, thus reducing the risk 
of dependency and promoting survival strategies alternative to relief. Others like Taylor have argued 
that especially parishes with higher unemployment levels benefited from sending off their paupers to 
find work elsewhere.815  
 
Legislation on settlement identification documents could have far-reaching implications for individuals. 
During the Concordat, this was especially the case for women and children because of the many 
exceptions on their settlement status. A woman who became widowed and did not have sufficient means 
to afford the funeral for example had to rely on, and sometimes move back to, her late husband’s place 
of settlement, even if she had never been there before. The same complex constellations go for settlement 
identification documents. This is illustrated by the case of the wife of Joannes Roedolfs. Born in the city 
of Lo in Furnes, she married a man from the city of Breda in the Dutch Republic. Losing her settlement 
upon marriage and gaining Dutch settlement, she was suddenly asked to present a warranty letter to the 
parish overseer of the parish she had never left.  
 
 
                                               
813 SAV, OA, 345, folio 242 verso, Ordinance of 14 December 1771; Idem, folio 252, Ordinance of 13 July 1772. 
814 Winter, “Regulating Urban Migration”, p. 187. 
815 Cf. Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”. 
816 SAV, OA, 1121, File: ‘joannes roedolf, geboortig van breda, getrouwd binnen veurne verzoekt te mogen verblijven in 
veurne (omslag) 1769’, including letters between castellany of Furnes in 1769 and 1770. 
 
The life story of Joannes Roedolfs 
Joannes Roedolfs, a Dutchman from the town of Breda, married a woman from Loo in the castellany of 
Furnes. Upon their marriage, his wife obtained his settlement status, making her a settled member of 
Breda in the Netherlands. They could not stay in the Furnes district or settle anywhere in the region 
because both were considered foreign after the marriage, belonging to a region outside of the 
Concordat. They thus needed a warranty letter from Breda. Breda however refused to provide a 
warranty letter for anyone else than Joannes: his wife and children did not belong to Breda. According 
to Dutch legislation, they would instead need a warranty letter from her place of settlement. This meant 
that the man could settle anywhere, but his wife could not: no place in Flanders or in the Netherlands 
would accept her without a warranty letter. Unfortunately, we do not know how this case was solved, 




In short, settlement identification documents generally ensured that a mobile individual had a place of 
settlement, and often included the whole family and future generations. The documents were generally 
constructed in a similar fashion as other administrative documents, including stamps and autographs.817 
The following sections will discuss the documents used in the Concordat area. It starts with a discussion 
on the documents before the creation of the Concordat and the documents used by immigrants from non-
Concordat regions following the central October 1750 settlement decree which codified earlier local 
practices, followed by a discussion of the documents obliged in the Concordat and a section on the actual 
implementation of these identification policies in daily practice. Each of these sections provides 
examples of the documents used. The paragraph concludes with a comparative conclusion on the 
implications of the different types of identification.   
 
Settlement Identification Documents in Eighteenth-Century Flanders 
Central Legislation: Warranties and Warranty Letters 
Warranty letters were the common documents for settlement identification in the Southern Low 
Countries.818 Although they have been discussed here as varying forms of settlement identification, 
settlement certificates and warranty letters had different contexts and implications. Warranty letters as 
used in the Southern Low Countries (acte van garant, borgbrief) related to the practice of demanding 
warranties for the relief of incoming migrants from their places of settlement. This warranty could rise 
to a maximum of 150 guilders according to the October 1750 settlement decree. Warranty letters 
replaced such warranties. Instead of transferring money from parish to parish for each migrant, these 
letters ensured that the settlement parishes were responsible for the relief of that specific individual and 
had set a warranty aside. Winter has suggested that there were different local practices regarding these 
warranty letters. Whereas they were demanded upon arrival in a new parish in Flanders, parishes in the 
Campine area only requested a warranty letter of immigrants upon becoming chargeable or upon 
marriage.819 The Concordat archives however also showed another notable difference. Warranty letters 
used in this region showed no suggestions of intergenerational responsibility. Instead, they listed a man, 
his wife and the number of children this letter was valid for. See for example the copy of a 1749 warranty 
letter below.820 
   
  
                                               
817 Cf. Coppens, “Een Arme Eend”, p. 156. 
818 Cf. Coppens, “Een Arme Eend”; Winter, “Caught between Law and Practice”. 
819 Winter, “Regulating Urban Migration”, p. 184-188. 
820 SAV, OA, 343, folio 343, warranty letter of Petrus Gaudisebois from Nieuwpoort, 12 December 1749. 
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This figure represents the copy of a warranty letter of 1749 from Nieuwpoort, destined for a migrant 
arriving in Furnes. It is a copy of a warranty letter in local registries and as such does not represent 
the material qualities of a warranty letter.  
 
 
The letter reads: 
 
‘Warranty of the rulers of the table of Nieuwpoort for Petrus Gaudisebois 
We undersigned rulers of the common poor of this city promise to guarantee and to indemnify as we do 
herewith the common poor of the city and castellany of Furnes, concerning the apparent burden this 
could occur as maintenance of expenses, clothing or otherwise of petrus gaudisebois son of Louys 
married to maria theresa coulenbeuus born in Suyckote widow formerly of ferdinande de Suyder as well 
as heir child ysabella clara gaudisebois born in this same city, about twenty months old, in sign of truth 
we have signed this with our normal autograph in nieuwpoort this 12 Xbre 1749 and was signed JF 
Blanckaert, f. andries ende pieter winnaert’.821 
 
The letter thus provided information on the name of the man concerned, his father, his wife, her former 
husband who had passed away, and the child’s name as well as the child’s age. There was no mentioning 
of future offspring as in Brabantine warranty letters of the same period, instead, the letter was restricted 
                                               





as a warranty for this family of three individuals.822   
  The practice of demanding actes de garrand was codified in the 24 October 1750 settlement 
decree for Flanders.823 Immigrants settling in the Concordat region but originating from other parts of 
Flanders thus also had to present such a warranty letter. As has been discussed earlier in this thesis, this 
could be rather risky for parish overseers: if they did not check the documents of incoming migrants, 
they risked accepting migrants from non-Concordat regions with the notion that they would not become 
a burden to the society anyway, while without a warranty letter these actually could acquire settlement 
status after three years of residence and tax payments. The issues considering the lack of checking 
documents has also been discussed in paragraph 4.3 on migration regulation in Furnes above.  
  
The Formal Framework of the Concordat: Moral Certificates 
Warranty letters were abolished within the Concordat, as they had been in the 1730s Northern French 
legislations as well, because they were considered a hindrance to mobility. Instead we might interpret 
the birthplace criterion as acting as a common insurance for parishes. Migrants no longer had to present 
an individual guarantee. The possibility of sending them back to their birthplace, and them not being 
able to acquire settlement, instead acted as a common guarantee. This view on the opportunities offered 
by the Concordat however was soon nuanced. Chapter two for example discussed accusations to the 
address of fraudulent parish overseers, for example in the case when an overseer stimulated a recently 
bewidowed inhabitant to marry a man from a different parish, thus shifting the burden of her relief to 
her new husband’s parish where relief expenses were moreover more generous. 
  As stated, the Concordat replaced warranty letters with a different document, which we have 
termed here ‘moral certificates’.824 Moral certificates were supposed to prove that the individual was 
someone of moral behaviour and attestate one’s place of birth. These new moral certificates were 
generally written by hand, officially by the poor master or priest of the parish of settlement. They had 
to include the individual’s name, and a proof that he or she was ‘de bonne vie et moeurs’. The individual 
had to be catholic (seen the history of religious dissent in Flanders) and had to have a profession or skill 
with which he could maintain himself. One moral certificate generally sufficed for an entire household: 
it mentioned the name of a man, his housewife and his underaged children. In contrast to some warranty 
letters, these moral certificates were not valid for future generations, only for the people mentioned on 
the certificate. As chapter two has demonstrated, families resident within a parish belonging to the 
Concordat could thus augment the ‘burden’ on the parish upon procreation: each native was settled in 
the parish, and moral certificates of immigrant families were only valid for those already mentioned on 
the certificate. Newborn children gained settlement in the place of birth, regardless of the settlement 
status of their parents.  
 
  
                                               
822 Cf. Winter, “Caught between Law and Practice”. 
823 Gachard, Receuil des ordonnances, p. 577: Decree of 24 October 1750. 
824 See chapter one of this thesis for an explanation on the legislative framework of moral certificates in the Concordat.  
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Figure 19:  Moral certificate from Izenberge, 1769 
 
Source: SAV, OA, 1122. 
 
The example above in figure 19 is a representative example of these moral certificates. It is signed by 
the priest of Izenberge, who declared that Franciscus Verbecke had resided for five years in Izenberge, 
that he was of good behaviour and comportement, had always worked to gain a living during his 
residence in Izenberge.825 The document was signed on 20 August 1769. It demonstrates that, like the 
Flanders warranty letters discussed above, there was no sign of intergenerational responsibilities. It is 
also important to note here that the Concordat had extensive regulations on the settlement of children, 
married women, widows, and orphans, as well as children born out of wedlock. Casual births, occurring 
when a woman ‘coincidentally’ gave birth elsewhere than her parish of residence, did not count as a 
way to acquire settlement by birth. This could prevent pregnant women from giving birth in a parish 
with more generous relief provisions, or better opportunity structures in general.   
  So far, no instances of printed moral certificates have been found in the archives of the 
Concordat region.826 This could relate to the fact that they were issued by different levels of government. 
The moral certificates were issued by rural and urban parishes, whereas the urban certificates and 
warranty letters discussed above were issued by the city board. It might also relate to the nature of 
migration patterns, as most migration took place between rural parishes, which included a handful up to 
a few hundred inhabitants. Another remarkable characteristic of these cerrtificates is that they were 
issued by the overseer of the last parish of residence.  This led to complaints on how the certificates 
rendered it easy for a parish to get rid of an unwanted inhabitant: an overseer simply had to write a 
certificate testyfiying for this individual and he or she could be sent off.827  
 
                                               
825 This certificate, unlike others found, did not mention the place of birth of Franciscus Verbecke. The reason for that is to yet 
unclear. 
826 For an overview of the archival series consulted for this thesis, see the list of archival sources.  
827 ARA, CP, 1285a, ‘Mémoire anonyme’, 1776. 
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Daily Practice of the Concordat: Baptismal Extracts 
Although the Concordat prescribed the usage of moral certificates, practices often turned out differently. 
Research of conflicts over individuals’ settlement in the context of the removal analyses (chapter six) 
has revealed that moral certificates were often not checked. This is corroborated by the findings for 
Furnes and its reiterated ordinances stating overseers had to check the documents of all incoming 
migrants. Parish overseers in the conflicts demand extracts of birth registers instead, as proof of 
someone’s birthplace and thus place of settlement. Widows were for example demanded to hand over 
an extrait baptistaire of their late husbands. There are many instances of such extracts in the archives. 
Furnes also ordered its parishes to comply with the rules on registering each birth in the parish registers, 
as these became the most important source for examining and verifying someone’s settlement.   
  The image below is an example of such an extract of the baptism registers of St Denys in the 
city of Furnes, made on 5 June 1753.828 It concerns Joannes Nicolas, born in 1688, and notes his parents 
and the witnesses of his baptism. The signing below states that this extract was truthfully copied from 
the original, and that it was originally signed by p.a. vooryck, vicor of the parish. Liduine Robert had to 
prove her settlement after a conflict between her parish of settlement St Denys, in the city of Furnes, 
and the city of Calais in France. She was confined in the workhouse of Calais because she was a destitute 
alien. The baptismal record of her late husband was requested to prove that she was settled in St Denys 
parish of the city of Furnes (not visible in this photo).829  
  
                                               
828 SAV, 1122, Baptismal extract of Joannes Nicolas by the parish of St. Denys in Furnes, 5 June 1753. 
829 SAV, 1122, Letter from Calais to the castellany of Bergues St Winoc, 13 October 1754; Idem, Letter from the castellany of 
Furnes to the castellany of Bergues St Winoc, 26 October 1754; Idem, Baptismal extract of Joannes Nicolas by the parish of 
St Denys in Furnes, 5 June 1753; Idem, Letter from Bergues St Winoc to the castellany of Furnes, 21 October 1754; Idem, 
Letter from the castellany of Bergues St Winoc to the castellany of Furnes, 23 December 1754; Idem, Letter from the castellany 
of Furnes to the castellany of Bergues St Winoc, 8 January 1755. 
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Figure 20: Baptismal extract from St Denys parish in the city of Furnes, 1753.  
 
This baptismal extract was used in the context of a conflict over Liduine Robert, the widow of Joannes 
Nicolas Victor whose birth this extract refers to. Source:  SAV, OA, 1122.  
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That settlement documents were not always demanded is also demonstrated by the case of Adrien 
George. George originated from from Tielt and had been living and working in Beveren for several 
decades before the parish board realised they never should have admitted him in the first place. He did 
not fit the categories of obtaining a moral certificate, and if the parish overseers of Beveren had checked 




The identity documents discussed show that there was a variety of ways to identify and prove an 
individual’s settlement existed during the Concordat period. Whereas the Concordat abolished warranty 
letters, among other things, because they caused too much bureaucracy, the succeeding moral certificates 
were apparently not issued to every individual for each move. Instead, during conflicts, parishes relied 
on baptismal registers. The added benefit was that such parish registers were a traditional existing 
registration instrument, relatively credible and standardised over the ages. And as the Concordat ensured 
that they could send people back to their places of birth (or their husband’s or father’s place of birth), 
this was a relatively simplified practice.  The moral certificates also resulted in complaints. Parishes for 
example argued that the certificates formed an easy way for parishes to dispose of unwanted people. 
Another issue related to parish overseers not checking the documents of incoming migrants. As children 
born in the parish became settled in the parish, this could increase relief expenses. 
  The analysis of the usage of moral certificates in the Concordat has provided evidence for Keith 
Snell’s argument for England that settlement certificates there were often demanded and supplied only 
when a settlement was disputed.831 Steve Hindle, on the other hand, provided a different explanation for 
                                               
830 SAV, OA, 1117, Letter from Tielt to unknown recipient, s.d.; Idem, Letter from Tielt to Beveren, 26 June 1757. 
831 Cf. Snell, “Settlement, Poor Law and the Rural Historian”; Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past, p. 55-56. 
 
The life story of Adrien George 
 
Adrien Georges was a journeyman shoemaker in Beveren, castellany of Furnes. His master had taken 
him in when he had become too old to work. This is an example of informal support networks alongside 
public relief, and of the different survival strategies of the poor. But George’s master was no longer 
able to care for him. The burden became too high and he could no longer afford it. He thus requested 
the local poor table of Beveren for assistance.  The parish overseer replied that assistance from relief 
funds was possible but that George’s birth parish, Tielt, was liable for his relief. The overseer of Tielt 
refused to pay. George was not considered a member of the community. He had been banned from Tielt 
as punishment for committed crimes. As an exile, he was not entitled to relief, expeller Tielt stated. That 
last conclusion is disputable, since the Concordat made no specific conditions for exiles, but that is not 
the point of the story: Georges, as an exile, most probably did not have a moral certificate of Tielt 
proving his good conduct - because he was not considered someone of good morals. If Beveren had 
checked his certificate upon arrival, the authorities would have known he did not meet the local 
conditions. He might not even have been allowed to settle in Beveren. It shows how moral certificates 
were not always checked. The changing discourses in this story are also also interesting. The rhetoric 
shifted after the plot twist, when Beveren learned George had been convicted as a criminal. When he 
was still considered an old, infirm man, Beveren granted him the benefits of ‘deservingness’, allowing 
him to stay in Beveren and receive out-parish relief. When the overseer found out he had been convicted 
and banned from his settlement parish, the discourse changed: Beveren wanted to remove him to Tielt.830 
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the limited conservation of settlement certificates in English archives. He stated that paupers kept their 
settlement certificates after showing them to the parish officers in the new parish.832 These were 
stometimes even handed over to next generations and used as testimony to their father’s or grandfather’s 
settlement.833 This appears as a valid counterargument for the specific English context, but it does most 
likely not apply to the Concordat. Paupers who would keep their moral certificates of a previous move, 
might in theory be able to use it when arriving in another parish, but as the moral certificates had no 
value for future generations, there was no sense in preserving them like Hindle suggested. Moreover, an 
individual’s father’s settlement had no relevance for a person’s settlement status. The research of the 
settlement identification documents of the Concordat thus demonstrates that moral certificates were not 
issued upon every move, and may have been used only in specific cases, not even necessarily in case of 
conflicts. 
  This research of eighteenth-century identification documents has provided some remarkable 
results. It would benefit from more research on local case studies in a comparative regional and global 
framework. As Winter and Greefs stated,  
 
‘There is in that sense an important history to be written on the history of documentary forms, and on 
the knowledge circulation that ensured their diffusion in different urban settings (…). This also raises 
questions abouw the ways in which authorities were informed about actual practices of identification 
and registration elsewhere and how they (re-) used them.’834  
 
Research of the Concordat has confirmed Winter and Greefs’ statement that forms of identification 
existed beyond the national framework. Whereas they argued that research in urban contexts will 
improve our understanding of such uses of governmentality, I would argue that focusing on rural and 
urban, that is local practices and their regional and global frameworks would contribute to our 
understanding even more. That would bring us a step forward in shifting the focus from the often-studied 




4.5 Concluding Remarks 
 
In a way, this chapter has been an exercise in restraint. The quantitative sources on migration patterns 
for late eighteenth-century Flanders are limited, and so are the research findings. More micro-level and 
comparative research is needed to assess changes in migration patterns over time and the implications 
of these changes. For now, however, several conclusions can be drawn. As far as the research results 
go, the Concordat does not seem to have had a considerable impact on migration. The mobility of both 
out-parish paupers and other types of migrants in the region generally followed the needs of the labour 
market according to agrarian capitalist interests. There is no sign of change over time although numbers 
of landless immigrants increased according to some observers. As we cannot compare migration 
balances over time, the question remains to what extent the Concordat stimulated or eased mobility, to 
what extent migration patterns influenced legislative change, and to what extent migrants adapted to 
                                               
832 Snell, “Settlement, Poor Law and the Rural Historian”. 
833 Hindle, “Technologies of Identification”, p. 229. 
834 Hilde Greefs and Anne Winter, “Introduction: Migration Policies and Materialities of Identification in European Cities. 
Papers and Gates, 1500-1930s”, in Hilde Greefs and Anne Winter (eds.), Migration Policies and Materialities of Identification 
in European Cities. Papers and Gates, 1500-1930s (New York, 2019) 3-24, p. 17. 
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new legislations and their varying implementations in practice. Micro-level research is especially 
necessary considering the discrepancies between policies and implementations, as the in-depth case 
study of the castellany of Furnes has shown. The same goes for practices of identification. Both tend 
towards selectivity regarding migrants. The castellany of Furnes tried to restrict unwanted migrants from 
settling down by using strict measures with regard to housing. This related to the hesitance or non-
compliance of overseers in checking the identification of incoming migrants. Moral certificates were 
often checked only in case of a conflict. This shows for some form of agency on the level of the policy 
executers, allowing for discrepancies between initial intentions and daily practices.835 
 
The Concordat might not have had a remarkable impact on migration patterns and balances an sich, but 
it did influence the administration and management of migration. It streamlined the regulation of 
migration and attempted to render it more efficient. The history of the Concordat, then, was rather a 
history of administrative simplification than of manipulating migration. Chapter one and two have also 
alluded to the governance of migration instead of regulation. The following two chapters will further 
analyse the relations between the Concordat and migrants. They both consider the questions of out-
parish relief or removal with regard to relief. This will help understand the recurrent questions of 
governmentality and the extent to which local parishes implemented the Concordat in practice. Chapter 
five concerns a micro-history of out-parish relief. It is one of the first studies analysing how out-parish 
relief functioned in practice. The last chapter, chapter six, discusses negotiations on removal, to 
deconstruct the discussions regarding belonging. 
 
 
                                               






Chapter 5. A Micro-History of Non-Resident Relief on 
the Continent: The Parish of Bulskamp, 1768-1796 
 
5.1 Introduction 
As the previous chapters have shown, poor relief institutions not only distributed relief to local residents, 
but also to members residing elsewhere. Natives of late eighteenth-century Bulskamp, a rural parish of 
about 500 inhabitants in the French-Flemish border area, for example lived as far as the cities of Dunkirk, 
Calais, Bruges and Ypres, as well as in the surrounding countryside, whilst receiving relief from 
Bulskamp. Having discussed the implications of mobility on settlement practices, and the effects of 
changing settlement regulations on the daily lives of the poor in the previous chapter, this chapter takes 
a closer look at the functioning of the Concordat in daily practice by analysing the scope, migration 
patterns and consequences of out-parish relief. It zooms in on the well-documented poor table accounts 
of Bulskamp, which provide a detailed overview of the out-parish relief distributed by this parish to 
natives living elsewhere between 1768 and 1796.836 
 
Historiography: Out-Parish or Non-Resident Relief 
If an immigrant settled elsewhere became poor, the parish boards had two choices: to send this person 
to his or her parish of settlement (‘removal’), or to allow him or her to remain in the parish of residence 
while receiving relief on distance (‘out-parish relief’). Both occurred in the context of the Concordat. 
This choice appears to have been independent of the willingness of the settlement parish to pay for relief. 
The case studies of individual conflicts show that some paupers were removed before even contacting 
the parish of settlement.837 Others were maintained by the host parish without prior ensurance of 
reimbursement by the settlement parish.838 Despite the attempt to create a clear and coherent agreement, 
the Concordat held an ambiguity in the regulations which allowed for both removals of migrants and 
the distribution of out-parish relief to them.839 This vagueness was created by a disparity between the 
first and second articles of the agreement. The first article stated that every (poor) person was free to 
move and settle down in a place that best suited his interests, essentially advocating free mobility. The 
second article stated that each person, upon becoming poor, should return to his birthplace to be relieved 
there. Although this clause advocated removal, the free mobility clause left leeway for parishes to 
negotiate for out-parish relief to take place.840 There was in any case room for parishes to negotiate 
removal, which resulted in several conflicts. The case of Josephus and Pieter Verbeke, two brothers and 
their families, illustrates this dilemma: 
 
                                               
836 An earlier version of this chapter has been published as Marjolein Schepers, “Regulating Poor Migrants in Border Regions: 
A Microhistory of Out-Parish Relief in Bulskamp (1768–96)”, Rural History 29, 2 (2018) 145-165. 
837 SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from mayor of Wervik to the board of the castellany of Furnes, 9 September 1763. 
838 See the life story of Johannes van Laethem in chapter three of this thesis, paragraph 3 ‘Crumbling at the Edges’. 
839 Both removal and out-parish relief were common in the Concordat. Generally, residence parishes provided relief to an 
individual in need, and only afterwards would they try to get reimbursements if it concerned an immigrant with settlement 
elsewhere. Settlement was as a rule located in the birthplace, but the agreement contained many exceptions for married women 
(following the status of their husbands), underage children (following the status of their fathers until age of maturity), children 
born out of wedlock (following the status of their mothers until adulthood), orphans (following the status of the last living 
parent, or the deceased father) and even casual birth (following the status of the father). This elaborateness stemmed from the 
objective of limiting the number of conflicts.  




In other cases, the poor tables of the place of residence provided relief to the needy immigrants, and 
only then started contacting the assumed place of settlement for reimbursements. This seems to have 
been a common procedure. Especially in conflicts where the castellany boards intervened, residence 
parishes were urged to pay relief in advance to be reimbursed by the settlement parish. The practice was 
somewhat codified by the castellany of Furnes in 1752.843 The castellany administration urged parish 
overseers to provide relief to those in need, and only check their settlement status for possible 
reimbursements by another parish as a second step. Of course, this was only possible because the 
Concordat acted as a common guarantee ensuring settlement status in the birthplace – this was 
unchangeable and supposedly easily identifiable.  
  It should be noted that out-parish relief was not unique to the Concordat. There are indications 
of the occurrance of out-parish relief in other regions in the Low Countries and there is an extensive 
historiography on out-parish relief in England.844 It was not necessarily the legal phrasing of the 
Concordat regulation that allowed for out-parish relief to take place, but rather the administrative 
simplification of settlement by birth. This made that the responsible parish of settlement was generally 
evident, which eased the negotiation process. 
  Motives for parishes whether to prefer removal or out-parish relief greatly differed. In the case 
of the Verbeke brothers, the settlement parish Wervik argued for out-parish relief because of the 
employment opportunities in their place of residence, which implied that they would depend on relief 
only when unemployed, thus limiting relief expenses.845 Apart from availability of employment 
opportunities, the control over expenses, the possible dependency of future generations on the parish 
and maintaining social order in the community also played a role in these negotiations over removal and 
out-parish relief. The main motives for sending parishes to grant out-parish relief, or the motives of 
receiving parishes to accept the poor of other parishes as residents, are generally considered to have 
                                               
841 SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from mayor of Wervik to the board of the castellany of Furnes, 9 September 1763. 
842 Ibidem; SAV, OA, 1122, Moral certificate of Franciscus Verbeke; Idem, File ‘1769 clagte van het magistraet van wervycq 
wegens het vertrek van pr ende francis verbeke geboortig van wervick tot laste van de prochie van beveren’. 
843 SAV, OA, 344, Circulatory letter of 16 February 1752. 
844 See for example Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”, or King, “It is Impossible”. 
845 SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from mayor of Wervik to the board of the castellany of Furnes, 9 September 1763. 
 
The life story of Josephus and Pieter Verbeke 
 
In the year 1763, at the end of summer, Josephus and Pieter Verbeke were sent away by the magistrates 
of Beveren, their place of residence. They were moved by carriage with their wives and children to 
Wervik, a town along the Leie River on the border between France and Flanders, which happened to be 
the birthplace of the two brothers. Neither family had sufficient means to care for themselves, and they 
needed help. Josephus’s wife was moreover pregnant at the time of the removal. The magistrates of 
Wervik were appalled to see them arrive. They had not been consulted nor notified about the removal 
and vehemently objected to it, arguing that everyone was supposed to be allowed to settle where they 
wanted.841 The overseer stated that ‘de woonsten libre syn’, indicating that the choice of residence is 
free and that the family could have remained in Beveren. According to the Concordat the settlement of 
the brothers Verbeke was located in their birthplace Wervik, and that’s why they were removed to that 
place when they needed help. But the system was discretionary in nature: Wervik argued that the 
brothers should have stayed in Beveren, where there were more employment opportunities, whereas 
Beveren had decided that they should be sent away. Wervik was apparently not kept up to date 
considering the destitution of the families.842 
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been economic from a macro-level perspective.846 It was profitable for settlement parishes where 
employment was low, because the dependent poor could move elsewhere to find work, so as to 
supplement their dependency on relief with income from wage labour. By augmenting the survival 
strategies of the poor, the settlement parishes could thus diminish the role of relief in the poor’s 
makeshift economies. The parishes of residence, on the other hand, profited from the availability of low-
cost flexible labourers, who could be ‘deployed’ in times or seasons of high labour demand. Moreover, 
out-parish relief implied the poor would not have to be sent back to their settlement parish. Thus, by 
preventing the process of removal, the parishes also saved on transport costs.847  
 
The motives of parishes for removing a pauper or allowing for out-parish relief will be discussed in 
greater detail when focussing on the notions of belonging in the negotiations on settlement and removal 
in the next chapter. Let us first focus on the phenomenon itself. Little is still known about the scope, 
scale and extent of out-parish relief. As Steven King stated, for the English case: 
 
‘One important mechanism for coping with the space and distance problems facing poor law 
administrators has, however, been inadequately explored: the so-called ‘Industrial Speenhamland’ or 
the ‘out-parish relief system.’.848 
 
‘Industrial Speenhamland’ is a nickname given by James Stephen Taylor to out-parish relief.849 He 
explained how it functioned as a system for the efficient allocation of labour. This practice functioned 
as a form of subsidisation stimulating labour mobility, allowing the poor to move out from labour scarce 
areas and to reside in parishes with a high demand for labour. The presence of such an enlarged labour 
supply benefited local employers (often labor-hiring farmers) in the parish of residence, but also had 
considerable advantages for the settlement parish with a low labour demand. The poor fully depended 
on poor relief if they were ‘removed’, whereas outparish relief allowed them to rely on short labour 
contracts alternated with relief in slack seasons.850 Cost-benefit considerations and the stimulation of 
flexible and mobile labourers played a major role in the coming into existence of such local practices.851 
This chapter delves deeper into the question to what extent, how and why local parishes opted for out-
parish relief.  
  Although there are thus several indications in the literature on the existence of local out-parish 
relief practices, we have little information on the pervasiveness of such systems. Especially quantitative 
research is still lacking.852 King observed that up to 40 per cent of paupers in Lancashire were out-parish 
paupers, who received about 25 per cent of local relief expenses.853 These were resident out-parish poor 
with a settlement elsewhere, not settled natives residing elsewere as in Bulskamp. The sources used by 
King for Lancastershire and by Taylor for Manchester unfortunately did not indicate the specific 
settlement parishes of these paupers, nor did the accounts provide an overview of the types of relief 
distributed to these paupers.854 The sources of Bulskamp do offer information on the distribution of relief 
to those settled in Bulskamp, specified per individual, including the places of residence of the out-parish 
                                               
846  On the micro-level of decision-making on the individual level, on the other hand, factors as morality, kinship, friendship 
and belonging played a large role. See also King, “It is Impossible” for examples of this kind. 
847 Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”. 
848 Steve King, “It is Impossible”, p. 164. 
849 Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”. 
850 Ibidem. 
851 Ibidem. 
852  King, ‘‘It Is Impossible”, p. 164 
853 King, ‘It is Impossible’, p. 165; James Stephen Taylor, “’Set Down in a Large Manufacturing Town’: Sojourning Poor in 





poor.   
  Research into out-parish relief is not only necessary to fill in the gaps in historiography, it also 
can shed new light on the changing sense of belonging, community and identification. It moreover 
promises to add to the debate on the ‘micro-politics of poor relief’, i.e. how the distribution of poor relief 
functioned in daily practice and how this was determined by the distribution of power.855 These micro-
politics of relief are an ever-growing field in historiography, but as Taylor and King rightfully noted, 
the phenomenon of mobility, settlement and out-parish relief deserve more attention.856 In her research 
on sojourners in the Southern Netherlands, Anne Winter similarly argued that ‘it is necessary to dig 
deeper into the frequency and likelihood of removals, the fluidity of reimbursement practices, and the 
distribution practices towards sojourners.’.857 We still know little about the mobility patterns of the 
parish’s non-resident poor, as well as the relations between sending and receiving parishes concerning 
out-parish relief. It is however highly relevant with regard to the Concordat, to understand how this 
agreement functioned, and to what extent parishes had or took autonomy in decision making in daily 
practice. 
 





                                               
855 Cf. Hindle, On the Parish?. 
856 Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”; King, “It is Impossible”. 
857 Winter, “Caught between law and practice”, p. 154 
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Operationalisation: The Parish of Bulskamp 
This chapter thus investigates to what extent and how out-parish relief was institutionalised within the 
Concordat. This is operationalised by means of a case study of the parish of Bulskamp. The late 
eighteenth-century consecutive account books of this parish have been preserved from the year 1768 to 
1804.858 They stand out from other relief accounts for their level of detailedness. This allows for a 
systematic quantitative analysis. But Bulskamp has not only been chosen because of the rareness of 
availability of sources. Other parishes, like Adinkerke or Loker, also mentioned out-parish relief in their 
account books.859 The level of detail in Bulskamp is however, much greater. Bulskamp was moreover 
located in the core area of the Concordat. The parish pertained to the Furnes district, one of the creators 
and longest-running members members of the Concordat. The parish was located on the borders of the 
polder social agrosystem and the sandy loam area.  
         Situated just north of the border between France and Austrian Flanders, Bulskamp was a small 
rural parish. The recorded population rose from 323 inhabitants in 1697, to 418 inhabitants in 1759 and 
549 in 1796.860 It was part of the commercial agricultural polder region on the coast of Flanders. This 
region consisted mostly of fertile clay soil and was characterised by its high levels of inequality, 
proletarianisation and mobility. The area was increasingly dominated by large farm holders who hired 
seasonal labourers and day labourers for the predominantly grain-growing agriculture. Bulskamp was 
located next to De Moeren, a swampy area that was drained and allotted during the early modern period 
to be used as arable lands, and to prevent bandits and criminals from settling there.861 The air coming 
from De Moeren was considered to spread disease, and this ‘bad air’ was also considered to affect 
Bulskamp.862 Having been an important centre of wool production, as well as timber, Bulskamp was in 
decline from the mid-sixteenth century onwards and suffered from the consequences of seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century warfare.  It maintained a high tax burden, with the highest land tax pressure of the 
castellany, because the foundations for the distributions of these taxes were calculated in the sixteenth 
century.863 
         Following the hypotheses put forward by Taylor and King, who argued that out-parish relief 
was often considered less expensive by settlement parishes than removal, one would expect the practice 
of out-parish relief to have thrived in Bulskamp.864  The early agrarian capitalism of the coastal Flemish 
area and cost-benefit considerations had after all been among the driving forces of locally divergent 
relief practices.865 The area was dominated by large labour-hiring farmers who would, theoretically 
speaking, benefit from flexible mobility and be attracted by the positive cost-benefit considerations of 
out-parish relief.866 It could ease mobility in the area and allow migrants to move to places with high 
labour demand. This nevertheless depended on power balances and negotiations between parishes of 
residence and settlement, which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter six.  
  Before getting into the detailed analysis of out-parish relief in Bulskamp, we can firstly agree 
that out-parish relief could be expected in Bulskamp, albeit dependent on power relations with other 
                                               
858 The first account saved dates back to 17 April 1768. The last survived account was made on 29 vendemiaire year 12, or in 
the end of September 1803. Even in the French period, the accounts were still biennial. See RAB, Bulskamp, 7 & 8. I would 
like to thank colleague Nick van den Broeck for his inventorisation of the sources in the context of his doctoral research for the 
research project ‘Paying for deservingness? Poor relief administration, entitlement and local economies in the Southern Low 
Countries, 1750-1830’. 
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860 Dalle, De bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, p. 219-223; Vandewalle, De Kasselrij Veurne, p. 323–327. 
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863 Idem, p. 323–327. 
864 Cf. Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”; King, “It is Impossible”. 
865 Cf. Winter and Lambrecht, “Poor Relief, Migration and Local Autonomy”, p. 109-116. 
866 Cf. Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”; Thoen, “Social agrosystems”; Dombrecht, Plattelandsgemeenschappen, lokale elites 




parishes. After all, Taylor explained how this system was beneficial in areas dependent on flexible 
labour mobility. Bulskamp made part of the polder area of coastal Flanders, an area known for its high 
numbers of mobility (about forty per cent of the adult men residing in rural areas were born in a different 
parish) and its early agrarian capitalism.867  Flexible labour mobility was definitely in the interest of the 
labour-hiring farmers who dominated the area. Moreover, the Concordat stemmed among other things 
from a perceived need to regulate mobility and the labour market. It therefore stimulated mobility, inter 
alia by abandoning the obligation for migrants to present a warranty letter from their settlement parish 
before moving into a new place, a practice which formed a barrier to immigration. The instalment of the 
birthplace as place of settlement acted as a shared insurance for all members that immigrants would not 
become dependent on the parish.868 The concordat was thus created out of motives similar to the motives 
behind the practices of out-parish relief in England.869 
 
Materials and Methods 
This chapter first investigates the scale and geographical spread of out-parish relief, to analyse to what 
extent and why this practice was institutionalised. The accounts of the poor table of Bulskamp form the 
main sources. The late eighteenth-century consecutive account books of this parish have been entirely 
preserved between 1768 and 1804.870 This allows for a systematic quantitative analysis.871 These books 
contain biannual accounts, which were concluded in April from 1768 onwards.872 They contain lists of 
all the income and expenses of the poor table. The distribution is listed per pauper. Remarkably, the 
distribution lists also mention the place of residence of the poor table members. The parish overseer 
systematically registered if a table member was resident outside of Bulskamp.  
         Using these accounts, this chapter focuses on three main questions:  the share of out-parish poor 
among the total poor table recipients; the geographical spread of the Bulskamp out-parish poor; and the 
consequences of out-parish relief for the local poor table and the migrants themselves, including the 
comparison of expenses on in-parish and out-parish poor. Answering these three questions allows us to 
better understand the scale of out-parish relief, its functioning and the relations between the parishes 
involved. For the sake of coherence, I will not elaborate on which kinds of people received out-parish 
relief or on the terms by which this relief was distributed.873 Instead, I have analysed the number of out-
parish and in-parish poor throughout these years. To map the mobility of the Bulskamp poor, a relational 
database programme was used with geographical visualisation tools (nodegoat) to plot the spread of the 
Bulskamp poor table recipients’ migration over the region.874 Lastly, the expenses on out-parish and in-
parish poor were analysed.      
         These three quantitative methods were complemented by analysis of the individual case files of 
the Concordat, i.e. conflicts regarding individuals’ settlement and removal.875 This allowed for 
contextualisation of the quantitative research. The individual cases form conflicts between parishes on 
                                               
867 Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”; Gyssels and Van Der Straeten, Bevolking, arbeid en tewerkstelling, p. 95-98. 
868 See chapter one of this thesis for a discussion of the creation process of the Concordat.  
869 Taylor, “A Different Kind of Speenhamland”. 
870  The first account saved dates back to 17 April 1768. The last survived account was made on 29 vendémiaire year XII, or 
in the end of September 1803. Even in the French period, the accounts were still biennial. See RAB, Bulskamp, 7 & 8. 
871 RAB Bulskamp, 7; Idem, 8. 
872 This does slightly colour the analysis, as one does not have precise annual numbers but rather for two-year periods starting 
in April and ending in the same month two years later. I have stayed true to the sources, because it is impossible to find out at 
which date exactly relief was distributed to a certain poor person. 
873 This would require a comparison of the account books with censuses to gather more information on the individuals, 
something outside the scope of this chapter. 
874 See the methodology section in the introductory chapter to this thesis for an explanation on nodegoat, the digital software I 
used for analysing out-parish relief. 
875 See the methodology section of the introductory chapter of this thesis for the contextualisation of these sources. See also 
chapter six for an in-depth analysis of the removal conflicts. 
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the settlement and removal (or granting of out-parish relief) of migrants who became destitute. As such, 
these files offer additional information on the negotiations between settlement and residence parish, as 
well as on how money was transmitted, and which criteria had to be met before out-parish relief was 
paid. These sources were not analysed quantitatively. The files are not adequately representative nor 
reliable for that, because they concern conflicts and thus rather tell us something about extreme cases. 
Moreover, only one of about fifty conflicts selected related to the parish of Bulskamp, and this concerned 
an immigrant from Bruges residing in Bulskamp. The sources therefore unfortunately tell us nothing 
directly about the motivations of Bulskamp to opt for out-parish relief or removal. They are used here 






5.2 The Scope of Out-Parish Relief 
The chapter now continues with a section on the scope of out-parish relief in Bulskamp. This is divided 
into two parts: the share of out-parish relief recipients compared to the total number, and the migration 
patterns of the Bulskamp out-parish poor. This provides insights into the extent of institutionalisation of 
the practice and into the distances covered by the migrants.  
The Share of In-Parish and Out-Parish Poor of Bulskamp 
This section seeks to analyse the evolution of the number of out-parish poor in Bulskamp. When 
calculating the number of entries of paupers in the account books, each entry was considered as one 
household. Some did mention dependent family members in the headings, whereas other entries did not 
but contained references to dependent family members in the more detailed justification of the particular 
expenses. Some poor were also listed but did not receive any money or relief in kind, they were 
registered as ‘has not received this year’. In this study these are also taken into account, considering the 
parish overseer considered them members of the poor relief institution. Moreover, the account books 
first listed the general relief distributed such as the payments to the local doctor, annuities and bread 
distributions, before mentioning the specific relief distributed to individual households. These ‘zero-
receivers’ did not receive individual relief but did form part of the paupers targeted in the general relief 
distributions. These general relief distributions have moreover been included as the in-parish relief 
expenses if they were relief proper, that is, bread distributions, payments to the local surgeon, provisions 
of peat for recipient paupers or payments to the local priest for burial costs. Expenses like reparations 
or lease debts have not been included.   
  The Bulskamp accounts show that the average percentage of out-parish poor over the years 
added up to thirty per cent of the total recipients. This corresponds to the figures for Lancastershire and 
Manchester, which indicated that parishes generally had a total of twenty to forty per cent of out-parish 
paupers residing there.876 The share of out-parish poor in Bulskamp however changed drastically 
throughout the years (see figure 22 below). If we firstly focus on the evolution of the number of in-
parish poor, we can see a remarkable drop from 23 to 12 households between 1772-1774 and 1778-
1780. This had been preceded by a slight increase from 18 households in 1768-1770 to 23 households 
in 1772-1774. After the plummet down to 12 in-parish households in 1778-1780, the numbers slowly 
rose again to finally almost double to 22 households in 1794-1796. 
         The downfall of in-parish poor of 1778-1780 coincided with a peak in the out-parish numbers, 
consisting of 13 out-parish households on a total of 25 relief receiving households. The accounts of 
1778-1780 actually witnessed a higher number of out-parish poor than in-parish poor. The out-parish 
trend was ever upwards, peaking in 1778-1780 and staying at a relatively similar level as the in-parish 
poor in the following decades. The numbers dropped slightly in the accounts of 1794-1796 which relates 
to the regime change in 1795, where the French abolished all existing customs and local legislations. 
From 1795 onwards, the out-parish poor of Bulskamp were no longer registered. 
  
                                               
876 Cf. Taylor, “Set Down in a Large Manufacturing Town”; King, “It is Impossible”. 
185 
 
Figure 22: Balances of in-parish and out-parish pauper households of Bulskamp, 1768-1796 
 
 
The in-parish and out-parish trends concurred with the evolution of the total number of poor relief 
recipient households. This total number rose slowly from 19 households in 1768-1770 to 27 households 
in 1780-1782. It dropped suddenly in the accounts of 1782-1784 to 21 households and then continued 
increasing again up to 32 households in 1794-1796. The overall trend was one of increase: the number 
of recipients amounted to 19 entries in the accounts of 1768-1770 but added up to 32 member households 
in 1794-1796. Although this corroborates with the general trends of population and poverty increase in 
Flanders, the population numbers of Bulskamp actually remained relatively stable, indicating a relative 
increase of the percentage of paupers in the parish.877           
         Comparing the total number of relief recipients to the total population and using a multiplier of 
3,43 to account for the family sizes, the relief recipients made up about 23 per cent of the total Bulskamp 
population in 1796.878 This 3,43 multiplier is calculated on the basis of family size in the ‘national’ 
census of 1796 and a local census of 1759. The share of paupers in Bulskamp was relatively high. An 
analysis of the 1808 enquiry of poor relief in Flanders showed that most parishes had a share of 4.5 per 
cent to 12 per cent of the population dependent on poor relief.879 We should however note that Bulskamp, 
a small polder village with fertile land suitable for arable farming and pastures, did not represent the 
entirety of the Coastal Flanders area. Great diversity existed between these parishes, let alone between 
other regions in the economically and ecologically more diverse area of the concordat. This also shows 
in other migration data. According to a 1759 count of those who had to pay milling rights in the Furnes 
castellany, Bulskamp had 324 residents subjected to these taxes, and 38 table members exempted from 
the tax, as well as 9 ‘foreign day labourers’880 who were also exempt from paying these taxes.   
  Bulskamp was however relatively representative for the area in terms of migration streams, or 
at least, it received an average amount of immigrants compared to other surrounding parishes. 881  This 
is illustrated by the Furnes counts of ‘vremde cortsittende personen’ (landless aliens) in 1771 in map 23 
                                               
877 Dalle, De bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, p. 31-32, 219, 466; See also Bonenfant, Le Problème Du Paupérisme. 
878 Dalle, De bevolking van Veure-Ambacht, pp. 31-32; Census 1796, Telling Jaar IV, STREAM project. 
879  Nick van den Broeck, Thijs Lambrecht and Anne Winter, “Preindustrial welfare between regional economies and local 
regimes: Rural poor relief in Flanders around 1800”, unpublished paper presented at ESSHC (Vienna 2016), pp. 15-16; Cf. 
Van den Broeck, Lambrecht and Winter, “Preindustrial Welfare”. 
880  ‘Foreign’ indicated an immigrant from a different parish, not necessarily an immigrant from a different country; See also 
Snell, “The Culture of Local Xenophobia”.  




below. Perhaps the balances of emigration and immigration in the parish tended to favour emigration 
numbers. Further comparative research is needed to better apprehend the local mobility patterns. For 
now, we can ascertain that the area was highly mobile and that out-parish relief formed a considerable 
share of the poor relief system. 
  
Figure 23: Immigrant labourers per parish in Furnes district in 1771, excluding seasonal labourers.  
 
 
 Data for several parishes is missing.882 
 
The high levels of out-parish poor, and thus high levels of mobility of the Bulskamp poor, also 
demonstrate that more research into les sentiers invisibles, or daily micro-scale mobility, is necessary to 
understand the changing boundaries of belonging. 883 The Bulskamp mobility numbers, albeit only 
derived from out-resident poor and thus not showing short-term mobility patterns of itinerant seasonal 
migrations, are higher than the estimations made by Jan Lucassen.884 Based on the 1811 enquiries of the 
French Empire, Lucassen did not consider West-Flanders a mobile area. However, these enquiries only 
take migration between provinces into account. As the paragraph on the geographical spread of 
Bulskamp’s out-parish poor will show, Flemish labouring poor moved over small distances and often 
remained within the boundaries of the rural district. Lambrecht has likewise demonstrated that intra-
rural levels of migration were high in Flanders, because of the agrarian capitalist labour market which 
needed seasonal labourers.885 The Bulskamp case shows that a substantial number of the poor relief 
                                               
882  Based on immigration data (total number of individual immigrants) of the 1771 ‘vremde cortsittende personen’ accounts 
and population data (total number of inhabitants) of the population enquiry of the French Regime in year IV (1795-1796). 
Sources: Dalle, De bevolking van Veurne-Ambacht, appendix XIV; SAV, OA, 320, Enquiry into ‘vremde cortsittende 
personen’, 1771; Bevolkingstelling jaar IV, STREAM project Vrije Universiteit Brussel & Universiteit Gent. 
883 See Rosental, Les sentiers invisibles. 
884 Lucassen, Naar de kusten van de Noordzee. 
885 Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”; Cf. Deschacht and Winter, “Micro-Mobility in Flux”.  
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recipients actually lived outside of the parish, which indicates high levels of emigration. The early 
modern mobility levels thus deserve more detailed attention.  
 
Mapping the Mobility of the Bulskamp Out-Parish Poor 
The spread of the out-parish poor has been calculated by plotting each emigrant’s place of residence 
throughout the researched period on a map. The database then allows to count the number of individuals 
per parish and also allows to show the evolution of these mobility patterns through time.886 Out-parish 
poor were generally registered in the accounts as ‘Lucia Minne tot Veurne’ or ‘Caerel Marquette tot 
Duinkerke’.887 
 
Map 24: Geographical spread of Bulskamp out-parish poor, 1768-1796 
 
This map visualises the places of residence of the pauper households receiving out-parish relief from 
Bulskamp between 1768 and 1796. Each line represents a move: only one pauper household changed 
residence from Furnes to Ypres. See map 25 for a further explanation of mobility patterns.888 
                                               
886 An illustration of this evolution through time has not been added in this chapter, the selected illustrations only show all the 
different residences of the out-parish poor throughout the years plotted on one map. 
887 It occasionally occurred that Bulskamp was mentioned as place of residence, whereas most in-parish poor simply had no 
mentioning of place of residence. The mentioning of for example ‘Joannes Breynaert tot Bulscamp’ was however always 
combined with an entry of a family member resident elsewhere, in this case for example ‘Frans Breynaert tot Veurne’. The 
mention of Bulskamp thus seems to relate to individuals who formed part of split families of which one or more family members 
were resident outside of the Bulskamp parish. 
888 This map is made with the software of nodegoat, which uses Google Maps as a basis. Therefore, it is not (yet) possible to 
plot this map in GIS software. I have therefore not been able to add additional data on for example soil types, or borders between 




Map 24 illustrates Bulskamp, the parish of settlement, as a white dot, and the different parishes of 
residence of the out-parish poor as blue dots. It comprises all movements recorded in the account books, 
representing all places of residence of the Bulskamp out-parish poor between 1768 and 1796 in one 
map. The more Bulskamp immigrants in a certain place, the larger the dot. Each line represents a 
movement of a pauper, or, a change in place of residence. In the figure above, only one movement was 
captured: that of Lucia Minne, who moved from the city of Furnes to the city of Ypres. The Bulskamp 
out-parish paupers thus generally resided in one place. The following map below will discuss their 
(itinerant and sojourning) mobility patterns between Bulskamp and other places of residence. The 
distribution patterns of these out-parish poor show that they remained relatively close to Bulskamp. 
Most out-parish poor remained within a 15-kilometre radius of the parish. Popular destinations were the 
nearby rural parish of Adinkerke, in the nearby city Furnes (the capital of the Furnes district comprising 
the nearest market place and urban labour market), or in other nearby rural parishes as Izenberge, 
Stavele, Alveringem and Eggewaartskappelle. Only two persons resided relatively far away to Bruges 
and Ypres, but they were contained in these places in a hospital or prison respectively. As expected 
within the context of the concordat as a cross-border treaty, several Bulskamp parish members also 
resided in North-France. The city Dunkerque and the rural parish of Uksem both received out-parish 
poor from Bulskamp.   
  All destinations recorded within the Bulskamp account books were Concordat members. This 
might relate to the location of Bulskamp in the core area of the Concordat, surrounded only by Concordat 
members. This contributes to the hypothesis that the Concordat eased and facilitated out-parish relief, 
but it is a very preliminary conclusion based on the Bulskamp data only. In 1780, for example, the parish 
provided out-parish relief to a pauper in Bruges, and in 1786-1788 to a pauper household in the Liberty 
of Bruges, both entities which had by then exited the Concordat. The short distances and nature of 
migration patterns in the area thus rather seem to explain the mobility patterns than the Concordat 
politics.  
         With a main distance generally not exceeding 15 km, the emigration of the Bulskamp poor and 
labouring poor corroborates Redford’s theory on labour mobility. In his calculations for England, 
Redford expected labour migrants to not exceed distances of forty kilometres in their search for means 
of survival.889 Moreover, Redford stated, migrants mostly oriented their place to stay based on their 
skills, or labour specialisation. That is, migrants would rather move a bit further away if this would mean 
finding employment in the sector they were experienced in. Although this last hypothesis cannot be 
confirmed or disproved within the scope of the research, it might be clear that the distances spread do 
fit within Redford’s hypothesis. The only two out-parish poor so far who lived further away than the 
near vicinity of Bulskamp, were confined in a prison or hospital in a more distant city. These short 
distances corroborate with findings for the residence places of the out-parish poor of the nearby parish 
Loker, as well as with the origins of migrants in marriage data. In both researches, barely any migrants 
crossed a distance of more than 15 kilometres.890 This is corroborated by the research of Deschacht and 
Winter on mobility patterns in Flanders in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century. That 
research, which has been discusssed more extensively in chapter four on migration patterns, 
demonstrated that most migrations rarely exceeded fifteen kilometres. 
  Another interesting pattern relates to the predominantly rural destinations of the Bulskamp out-
parish poor. 46 per cent of the out-parish poor even settled within rural parishes within a ten-kilometre 
radius of Bulskamp. Most out-parish poor lived in nearby rural parishes such as Adinkerke (6 
                                               
889 Redford, Labour Migration in England. 
890 Vandaele, “Armenzorg op het platteland”, p. 53; Christiaan Vandenbroecke, Sociale geschiedenis van het Vlaamse volk 




households), Wulveringem (3 households) and Houtem (2 households). The hypothesis that the labour 
market was one of the main factors determining migration regulation however still withstands. Intra-
rural migration levels were higher than rural-urban migration levels in coastal Flanders. This related to 
the high demands for labourers on the large farms that dominated the area.891 Migrants mostly moved to 
places with large farms and high labour demands.892 But immigrant labourers did not necessarily cross 
large distances. Instead, micro-mobility, or rather short-distance sojourners and itinerants, were an 
important share of migration patterns. Mobility as part of the economy of makeshifts and short-distance 
migration in the context of ‘sentiers invisibles’, both concepts which have been analysed for France, 
were also relevant in the Bulskamp border area.893 Although other factors, like the availability of 
hospitals and prisons in cities, also played a role, migration mostly occurred short distance to other rural 
parishes. Of course, other factors might have played a role as well, like morality, family ties and social 




                                               
891  Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change”. 
892 Deschacht and Winter,”Micro-Mobility in Flux”. 
893 Rosental, Les sentiers invisibles; See also Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France, p. 69-107, especially map 1: 
‘The incidence of seasonal migration in France in 1810’, p. 75. 
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Map 25: Mobility of Bulskamp out-parish pauper households between the place of settlement and the 
place of residence, 1768-1796. 
 
This map visualises the places of residence of the Bulskamp pauper households who received out-parish 
relief in any time of their life. The red dot is Bulskamp, the place of settlement, and the blue dots are 
other places of residence. Each line represents a migration of a household. Many pauper households 
moved itinerantly between Bulskamp and other parishes.894 
 
The above analysis has only focussed on the places of residence of the emigrants. If we however also 
take the period in which these emigrants possibly resided in Bulskamp into account, the picture changes 
completely. This clearly shows in map 25. The red dot on this map shows the share of out-parish poor 
that also spent time on relief in Bulskamp. Fifteen out of the total 39 out-parish poor households actually 
also spent time in Bulskamp while receiving relief. Lucia Minne, for example, first started receiving 





                                               
894 This map is made with the software of nodegoat, which uses Google Maps as a basis. Therefore, it is not (yet) possible to 
plot this map in GIS software. I have therefore not been able to add additional data on for example soil types, or borders between 




                                               
895 Census Year IV, STREAM project. 
896 The house of correction of Ypres and its archives have perished in the First World War, making it impossible to verify what 
happened to Lucia Minne. 
897 RAB, Bulskamp, 7; Idem, 8. 
The life story of Lucia Minne 
 
The Bulskamp-born Lucia Minne received money from the Bulskamp overseer while she was living in 
the nearby city of Furnes, the region’s capital of about 3340 inhabitants in 1776, of whom about sixty 
per cent of adults was born elsewhere.895 She appeared as out-parish pauper in Furnes in the Bulskam 
paccount books of 1774-1776 to 1780-1782, but did not receive any relief in the years 1782-1784. 
Between 1784-1786 and 1792-1794 she was documented in the Bulskamp account books as residing in 
the city of Ypres, where she was confined in the ‘house of correction’ according to the account books of 
1790-1792 and 1792-1794. This was a workhouse often used to confine beggars. It might be possible 
that Lucia was caught begging in the streets in 1790 or 1791 and was therefore subsequently confined. 
More probably she was already confined upon arrival in Ypres, as the relief distributed to her from 
1784 onwards was of a higher level than generally distributed to households, indicating she had already 
been locked up in that year but that this confinement was only registered in the Bulskamp account books 
later on. We do not know why she did not figure in the account books of 1782-1784. Perhaps she spent 
these years begging and was caught and locked up in Ypres. It might also simply be possible that she 
did not require any relief from Bulskamp in those years.896 During her detainment, Bulskamp continued 
to provide her with a pension, supplemented with a pension provided by her friends. This was most 
probably intended to afford her internment costs. When Lucia Minne was released and finally moved 
back to her birth parish Bulskamp in 1796, she continued to receive assistance from the poor relief 
institution. The amount was however substantially smaller than the expenses in previous years during 
her stay in Ypres.897 
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Table 2: Out-parish and in-parish relief distributed to Lucia Minne of Bulskamp, 1776-1796. 
Account Books Place of Residence Total Expenses in Pounds 
Parisis 
1776-1778 Furnes 7.0.0  
1778-1780 Furnes 50.12.6 
1780-1782 Furnes 142.3.8 
1782-1784 Unknown None mentioned 
1784-1786 Ypres  326.8.0 
1786-1788 Ypres  180.6.0 
1788-1790 Ypres 570.10.0 
1790-1792 Ypres (house of correction) 360.5.0 
1792-1794 Ypres (house of correction) 268.3.6 
1794-1796 Bulskamp 63.16.4 
 
 
Minne’s story, reconstructed from the Bulskamp accounts, illustrates the intensity of mobility of the out-
parish poor. It is represented on the map by the lines between Furnes and Ypres and Ypres and 
Bulskamp. Each line in the map illustrates an act of a pauper moving elsewhere. This indicates that a 
great deal of the out-resident poor were actually sojourners, not necessarily permanent settlers, who 
moved back and forth from Bulskamp to other places. However, the account books only mention paupers 
who were resident in another parish for a fixed period of time – short-term mobility, like itinerant 
migration, is not represented in these sources. Someone resident in Bulskamp but for example working 
seasonally in the polder areas would probably be considered as in-parish poor, because his or her fixed 
place of residence was in Bulskamp. There are thus many limitations to using the source as a 
representation of migration patterns; but for understanding the mobility patterns of the people receiving 
relief from Bulskamp parish, they do indeed show that mobility levels were significantly high, and so 
were the balances of out-parish relief.  
         Following the downfall of the concordat in 1776, when several members left the convention, we 
might expect the out-parish poor of Bulskamp to drop in number after 1776. Theoretically speaking, the 
poor residing in the leaving regions (inter alia the Liberty of Bruges and the castellany of Courtrai) 
would then be able to obtain settlement in their place of residence and thus disappear from the Bulskamp 
poor relief institution sources. The parishes leaving the concordat had to adhere to the central legislation, 
which stated that three years residence conveyed settlement status to a newcomer. The Bulskamp out-
parish poor resident in for example Bruges, or Courtrai, could thus (theoretically speaking) become no 
longer dependent on Bulskamp after 1776 because of gaining a settlement elsewhere. The numbers were 
however relatively stable between 1778-1780 and 1794-1796. It is possible as part of transitional 





5.3 The Implications of Out-Parish Relief 
 
The above described evolutions in scale and scope of out-parish relief had implications for Bulskamp 
and for the poor themselves. In order to estimate how the expenses on out-parish relief related to those 
for in-parish paupers, this section first analyses the expenses on in-parish and out-parish poor relief 
institution members and their evolutions throughout time. Taylor and King observed, after all, that 
expenses on out-parish relief were lower than those on in-parish relief, albeit for the settlement parishes 
who advanced relief to immigrants with setttlement elsewhere.898 Secondly, this section explains how 
this out-parish relief actually took shape. For example, did the poor have to return to Bulskamp to 
demand their pensions, or was relief provided by their parish of residence and subsequently reimbursed? 
This last option appears to have been common in England. It does imply, however, that the relations and 
power balances between parishes are of crucial importance to the provision of out-parish relief. A lack 
of trust between parish overseers could theoretically speaking limit the provision of out-parish relief in 
this case, whereas relief directly distributed to out-parish poor could more or less circumvent the parish 
of residence and was thus less influenced by local power balances, although the threat of removal could 
still occur. Before concluding on these matters, the chapter firstly discusses the expenses on in-parish 
and out-parish relief. 
 
Comparing Expenses to the In-Parish and Out-Parish Poor 
 
The expenses of the Bulskamp account books were organised per household, and also included general 
expenses for the poor.899 Relief receivers were often handed money in cash by the overseer, but also 
received for example dairinck (peat) and lijnwaet (cloth). The overseer also reimbursed artisans for 
having made clothes or having repaired or done upkeep to the houses where these poor lived. Burial 
costs and coffins were another common expense, as well as lodging costs. The main difference between 
the expenses made for the in-parish and out-parish poor relates to the payment of taxes. Bulskamp 
documented payments to the out-parish poor as reimbursements for having paid pointynghen and 
cortgesetenen taxes, which can be understood as residents’ taxes paid by everyone resident in a parish. 
It is not clear whether these reimbursements were made to the pauper households or their residence 
parishes directly, but the individual documentation of these expenses suggests the former. These were 
however only documented a handful of times. The main expenses listed rather related to daily needs and 
cash payments.   
  Despite this difference in types of expenses, the level of expenses per individual in- and out-
parish household were relatively similar (see figure 26 below). Both figures show a trend of increase. 
The general level of expenses rose from about 100 pounds per individual in the 1768-1770 accounts to 
150 pounds per individual in the 1794-1796 accounts (see figure 26 below). Apart from the peak and 
subsequent downfall in expenses in 1774 and 1776, this rise mostly took off from 1784 onwards. In 
these years, the numbers of relief receiving households also increased in Bulskamp. The rise in expenses 
per household might be related to similar causes as the rise in pauper numbers, namely inflation. The 
general rise of the grain prices in the last part of the eighteenth-century, which induced poverty and 
                                               
898 King, “It is Impossible”; Taylor, “Set Down in a Large Manufacturing Town”. 
899 The Bulskamp accounts included more general distribution expenses that have been taken into calculation here because they 




increased the costs of relief.900 This inflation might partially explain the rise in total expenses in the 
1780s and 1790s.  Although the two trends of expenses were relatively similar, the expenses per out-
parish household were generally lower than those for the in-parish households in the 1780s, and 
conversely higher than the expenses for the in-parish households in the 1790s. These variations are not 
so straightforwardly explained. The peak in the expenses on the out-parish poor in the accounts of 1772-
1774 and 1774-1776, and the subsequent downfall in 1776-1778, for example, relate to the high 
payments in cash (rising up to over two times the general expenses) to the household of Caerel 
Marquette, residing in Dunkirk, and to the household of Joannes van Cassel, residing in Nieuwpoort. 
The household of Caerel Marquette did not receive any relief in 1776-1778, which explains the downfall 
in the general level of expenses to out-parish receivers. Similarly, several of the out-parish paupers died 
in the late 1780s and 1790s, which generally meant higher expenses per pauper (because of funeral 
costs). These differences thus do not necessarily imply that the costs of out-parish relief were higher or 








The findings considering the relatively comparable levels of in- and out-parish relief expenses are 
striking when compared to the findings for England in the literature. King for example estimated that 
the out-parish poor of Lancastershire, who made up about forty per cent of the total recipients, only 
received about twenty-five per cent of all financial resources.902 Taylor likewise estimated that the 
immigrant poor in Manchester received less relief (when calculated into costs) than Manchester’s settled 
poor.903 The expenses for out-parish relief in Bulskamp nevertheless were not strikingly low. One 
                                               
900 Although these price levels remained relatively stable throughout the eighteenth century, if we focus solely on the 1780s 
and 1790s, a slight rise in grain prices becomes discernible. That indicates inflation of the currency. See Vandewalle, De 
Kasselrij Veurne, p. 182-185. 
901 RAB, Bulskamp, 7; Idem., 8. 
902 King, “It is Impossible”, p. 165. 
903 Taylor, ‘“Set Down in a Large Manufacturing Town”, p. 2. 
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possible explanation lies in the provision of relief for the payment of residents’ taxes as the pointinghen 
and cortghezetenen taxes by the Bulskamp poor relief institution. English poor relief institutions did not 
reimburse such taxes, such taxes were not even commonly obliged for the poor to pay in England. The 
Bulskamp accounts show that in this case, the settlement parish actually paid for their outparish poor’ 
residents’ taxes. It is yet not clear to what extent these taxes functioned as part of a negotiation between 
the parish authorities as compensation for the right of these out-parish paupers to reside elsewhere or as 
actual assistance to the poor. Poor people in Flanders were generally exempt from paying local taxes, as 
was the case with milling rights. The central legislation on settlement in Flanders moreover issued that 
one could obtain settlement in a parish after three years residence combined while paying taxes. The 
link between tax payment, out-parish relief and settlement is a topic for further investigation. 
Comparative research of Bulskamp and other rural parishes in Flanders is needed to elucidate this matter. 
         English research suggests that expenses for out-parish relief were lower than those for the in-
parish poor. Avoiding the transport costs of removal was moreover considered cheaper. In Bulskamp 
the expenses to in-parish and out-parish poor were relatively similar. This might relate to the selection 
effect of migration: generally not the most destitute people moved, but rather those with some capital, 
skills and networks. We do not know whether Bulskamp natives thought that they could count on out-
parish relief, or even to what extent they were aware of the possibilities. Nevertheless, the relations 
between out-parish relief and increased expenses were a topic of concern in the context of the Concordat. 
As resistance to the concordat grew among several members throughout the course of the agreement, 
one of their main arguments against the agreement was the increase in relief expenses. The city council 
of Bruges for example argued that the city should not be paying relief to those born in the city but having 
resided all their life elsewhere.904 Instead, the city preferred to monitor their resident poor and to 
centralise relief to the physical boundaries of the city. Whether out-parish relief was considered a 
positive, or beneficial, option at the time therefore remains to be seen. 
 
The Distribution of Out-Parish Relief in Daily Practice 
  
Having analysed the evolutions of the out-parish poor in Bulskamp, the next paragraph discusses the 
functioning of this out-parish relief in daily practice. This qualitative research is complemented with the 
sources of individual case files, or ‘pauper conflicts’.905 These contain discussions between parish 
overseers on an individual’s request for relief, his or her settlement status and whether or not to ‘remove’ 
this individual to the settlement parish. If the parish overseers did not manage to solve the conflict, city 
councils and castellany boards were asked to intervene.906 From the series of conflicts, spread over 
different archives, I only selected those with multiple letters per individual to have variegated views on 
the issue. This adds up to a total of forty individuals, or about a hundred letters. These files have not 
been analysed quantitatively for this chapter, because of the lack of trustworthiness and 
representativeness of these conflicts as a source for out-parish relief. After all, they rather tell us 
something about the extreme cases. 
  Both removal and out-parish relief occurred in these individual case files. In some cases, the 
pauper household was removed immediately, but in most cases, the poor relief institutions of the place 
of residence provided relief to the needy immigrants, and only then started contacting the assumed place 
                                               
904 SAV, OA, 1118 , ‘Projet d’un nouveau règlement pour l’entretien des pauvres, dans la province de Flandres’, 6 March 1773. 
905 See also chapter six of this thesis. 




of settlement for reimbursements.907 Especially in conflicts where the castellany boards intervened, 
residence parishes were urged to pay relief in advance to be reimbursed by the settlement parish.908 The 
castellany of Furnes codified this practice in 1752.909 The castellany administration urged parish 
overseers to directly provide relief to those in need irrespective of their origins, and check their 
settlement status for possible reimbursements by another parish only as a second step. Of course, this 
was only possible because the concordat acted as a common guarantee ensuring settlement status in the 
birthplace - thus unchangeable and supposedly easily identifiable.    
  Despite initial advances and eventual reimbursements appearing to have been common 
procedure in the case of migrants turned destitute, there was no standard procedure for the transferral of 
relief to an out-parish pauper within the concordat. Instead, the sources show that there were different 
scenarios. The widow of Louis de Clercq, resident in neighbouring parish Adinkerke, for example 
received money in cash (227 pounds parisis, 3 shillings) from the Bulskamp overseer according to the 
account books of 1780-1782. But those were not the only expenses made for her in those years. The 
overseer also noted having paid on her behalf: 
 
‘L.J. Lippeel for buying plantsoenen (8 pounds, 12 shillings); similarly 3 pounds, 3 shillings and 11 
deniers to Joanes Tornelle for the pointingen [residents’ taxes]; having paid Frans van Loo for daerynck 
[peat] (10 pounds); and that the overseer had paid for two ‘voeren’ peat (34 pounds)’.910  
 
Most Bulskamp out-parish poor resided in Adinkerke, but the parish was so close that intervention of 
the Adinkerke poor relief institution might not have been necessary: the parish overseer of Bulskamp 
was nearby enough to provide relief to the out-parish pauper himself. The mentioned conveyance of 
payments for pointingen to Joannes Tornelle, as well as payments for peat to Frans van Loo (who was 
himself also listed in the accounts as one of the Bulskamp in-parish paupers) does however imply that 
middlemen, or messengers, were used to pay for the expenses of the out-parish poor. Frans van Loo was 
himself listed in the accounts as one of the Bulskamp in-parish paupers. Analysis of the Adinkerke 
account books demonstrated that Joannes Tornelle was not the overseer, nor the scribe of Adinkerke’s 
poor table.911 Such payments via middlemen were however fairly similar to those for the in-parish poor, 
which also mentioned payments in money to the paupers and payments to others concerning for example 
rent – although many expenses for the in-parish poor were also noted down as general expenses. 
Moreover, the account books of the mentioned widow’s parish of residence, Adinkerke, do not show 
proof of the intervention of the Adinkerke poor relief institution in the transfer of this relief. These 
account books did not mention any advances or payments concerning the widow of Louis de Clercq, 
nor was there any other mentioning of paying relief to the non-settled paupers of Bulskamp (nor any 
other parish, for that matter).912  
  But whereas Louis de Clercq’s widow residing in nearby Adinkerke was indeed relatively close 
to Bulskamp in distance, and could thus indeed have met the Bulskamp overseer to receive money, such 
direct payments were also mentioned for out-parish poor who lived further away. Johannes Worme, for 
example, lived in Nieuwpoort, about 14 kilometres from Bulskamp. The books mentioned: ‘Assistance 
to Joes [Johannes, MS] Worme in Nieuwpoort: The ‘rendant’ [overseer, MS] has given him in money 
and noted in the income book xxix lb; viy s; 0 d.’. This direct payment wasn’t always the case. When 
                                               
907 SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from mayor of Wervik to the board of the castellany of Furnes, 9 September 1763. 
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909 SAV, OA, 344, Circulatory letter of 16 February 1752. 
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another Nieuwpoort resident, Johannes van Laethem fell ill in the 1770s, his birth parish of Herzeeuw 
had sent some money on its way with a local pharmacist travelling to the region.913 The distance between 
Nieuwpoort and Herzeeuw however far exceeded the distance with Bulskamp, and Van Laethem, being 
ill, was considered unfit to travel the distance himself. 
  These different scenarios thus point to overseers trying to find practical solutions to transfer 
relief to an out-resident pauper, not necessarily with intervention by the parish of residence. Direct 
payments to individuals also occurred, as in the case of the priest Jacobus Willem who had been taken 
in and nursed by Jacobus de Wiert, because he considered him too ill to continue his way home to 






5.4 Concluding Remarks 
  
Historians have recently called for further investigation into out-parish relief, a practice whereby local 
poor relief institutions provided welfare to poor residing in a different parish. In this chapter, I analysed 
the account books of Bulskamp to assess the quantitative and spatial significance of out-parish relief in 
Flanders. I also analysed how relief was distributed to these non-resident poor in practice. The parish of 
Bulskamp adhered to the Concordat of Ypres, which was somewhat ambiguous concerning the removal 
of poor migrants to their settlement parish: on the one hand, it asked poor to return to their birthplace if 
they became destitute, to be relieved there; on the other hand, it advocated free mobility and argued that 
people should be allowed to settle down in the place that best suited their interests. Both removals and 
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story of Johannes van Laethem in paragraph 3.3 of this thesis. 
914 SAV, OA, 235, ‘pretentien van sekeren de Weirt onder de casselrije van berge, over t besorge van eene pastoor van houtem 
in sijne doodsieckte, ten laste van dese prochie’; Letter from castellany of Bergues st Winoc to castellany of Furnes, 14 June 
1771; Letter from castellany of Furnes to Houtem, 21 December 1771; Letter from Houtem to castellany of Furnes, 21 
December 1771. 
915 SAV, OA, 235, Letter from castellany of Bergues st Winoc to castellany of Furnes, 14 June 1771. 
916 SAV, OA, 235, Letter from the Castellany of Bergues St Winockx to Castellany of Furnes, 14 June 1771; Idem, Letter from 
castellany of Furnes to the parish of Houthem, 21 October 1771. 
The life story of Jacobus Willem 
 
The priest of the parish of Houtem in the district of Furnes, Jacobus Willem, was on his way home from 
France in early 1771 when he suddenly fell ill and was unable to continue his journey. Jacobus de Wiert, 
a naval carpenter in France, took him in in his house. He lived in Hoymille, just ‘outside the gate of the 
city of Hondschoote’915 in the district of Bergues st Winoc in France. De Wiert consequently took care 
of Willem until he died a couple of days later on March 7, 1771. The district board of Bergues St Winoc, 
to which Hondschoote resorted, therefore urged the castellany of Furnes to make Houtem parish 
reimburse De Wiert for his expenses. De Wiert had drafted an overview of his expenses, which included 
medicine and burial costs. They added up to 21 guilders and 12 stivers. The castellany board of Bergues 
st Winoc consequently demanded the castellany of Furnes to urge the Houtem parish overseer to 
reimburse De Wiert. Furnes transferred this command on to the parish of Houtem.916  
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out-parish relief could thus be justified with this framework. The research of the Bulskamp out-parish 
poor adds new insights into the history of poor relief practices on the continent, as well as to the mobility 
patterns of the ‘labouring poor’.   
         We can firstly agree that out-parish relief was institutionalised to a large degree in Bulskamp, 
and that there are convincing signs to believe it was well established within the Concordat of Ypres as 
a whole. The Bulskamp accounts often mentioned relief recipients residing elsewhere. Why the overseer 
registered this occurrence of out-parish relief is still unclear, as the Bulskamp accounts are among the 
only accounts found so far that systematically register the occurrence and places of residence of out-
parish relief. Many local account books, if they have survived in the archives at all, do not mention any 
different places of settlement or residence. Perhaps Bulskamp simply had a very enthusiastic and 
structured overseer. Some judiciary files of the courts of the Liberty of Bruges for example also 
comprised more information than strictly required. Or perhaps registration started after a conflict on the 
settlement or removal of an out-resident pauper or was simply a continuation after enquiries concerning 
non-resident relief from the district board of the castellany of Furnes. More comparative research is 
needed in order to answer these questions. Nevertheless, although we do not know the numbers for the 
entire Concordat area, we can conclude that out-parish relief was a commonly established practice in 
Bulskamp. The accounts show that the out-parish poor made up 9 to 52 per cent of the total recipients 
of the Bulskamp poor table.        
  The results of the quantitative analyses differ from the findings in historiography. Focussing 
firstly on the evolution of numbers of out-parish and in-parish poor, the accounts show how the ratio of 
out-parish poor increased steadily. In 1780, they even overtook the in-parish poor in total number and 
made up a total of 52 per cent of the total receivers of the Bulskamp poor table. These ratios are 
remarkably higher than those calculated for Lancastershire and Manchester. Calculated on average, 
however, the Bulskamp out-parish poor throughout the years made up a share of 30 per cent of the total 
recipients. This number does correspond to the calculations of earlier research into English poor relief 
practices.  
         Focussing on the mobility patterns, the Bulskamp data showed that the poor had high levels of 
mobility and often moved. Although there is a dark number concerning highly temporary migration and 
those not receiving out-parish relief, the mobility patterns mostly towards nearby rural polder areas does 
argue for labour mobility as one of the main motives. This polder area was known for its large labour-
hiring farms and the demand for seasonal labourers. Bulskamp might then be interpreted as a rural 
version of the industrial Speenhamland system Taylor analysed. Indeed, out-parish migration of the poor 
was not necessarily directed at urban and industrial areas, but the poor rather moved to polder areas and 
nearby cities, which leads to believe that they moved according to opportunity structures on the labour 
market. This was corroborated by the analysis of migration patterns in chapter four. The out-parish poor 
who moved between Bruges, the Liberty of Bruges and the district of Furnes, as illustrated in the 1776 
enquiry discussed in chapter two and four, mostly resorted to polder areas where labour demand was 
high.  The hypothesis of the labour market being one of the driving forces behind the out-migration of 
poor then still stands ground, although more research is still needed to analyse the implications of labour 
mobility. Perhaps demand on the labour market elsewhere stimulated the Bulskamp natives to migrate, 
even cross-border to France. The findings of this study cannot be generalised for the entire area, but they 
definitely prove that more research is needed to nuance the hypotheses of inter alia Lucassen on mobility 
patterns in the coastal regions. According to this view, the North Sea coast was a hub for seasonal 
labourers, arriving mostly from Inland Flanders. My research however shows that mobility levels were 
also high internally in the coastal regions. This regional economy benefitted from the regular movement 
of labour from one place to another according to the demand of labour.  This strengthens the theory that 
mobility formed part of survival strategies and that migrants mostly moved over small distances. More 
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research into these mobility patterns remains necessary to further understand the regulation of labour, 
poverty and inequality. 
  What consequences did these high levels of non-resident relief, and the high levels of mobility 
of the non-resident poor, have for Bulskamp? For one, out-parish relief was not necessarily less 
expensive than in-parish relief. Although reasons to argue for out-parish relief instead of removal often 
related to the employability of these out-parish poor in their place of residence, or their social networks 
to fall back on, out-parish expenses were actually relatively comparable to in-parish expenses. This 
raises questions as to the alternative survival strategies of poor migrants in their place of residence, 
something which will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. Although the general expenses 
rose slightly towards the last decade of the eighteenth century, the expenses for in-parish and out-parish 
poor were relatively similar. The main difference was the relief provided to pay for residents’ taxes. 
However, at this stage of the research no conclusions can be made whether non-resident relief was 
beneficial to Bulskamp or not, as it would include speculation and counterfactual research on possible 
economic motivations concerning the costs of removal, or the respective needs and income opportunities 
of out-parish paupers, or even moral considerations of belonging. 
  Although we cannot conclude on the motivations of Bulskamp to choose between out-parish 
relief or removal, especially as the poor who would actually have come back or had been removed to 
Bulskamp prior to receiving in-parish relief remain a dark number, the accounts do also explain more 
about the daily practices of out-parish relief. Most importantly, they show that although out-parish relief 
was institutionalised to a large degree, there was no standard practice on how to transfer the relief to the 
pauper in question. Direct transfers of cash from the overseer to the pauper occurred, but so did 
reimbursements to artisans, merchants and other individuals. Additional research into pauper conflicts 
moreover demonstrated that the transfer of relief via middlemen such as surgeons or pharmacists also 
occurred, and that in other cases the parish of residence intervened. The findings in the Bulskamp 
account books however do not argue for the intervention of the residence parishes of the Bulskamp out-
parish poor. The account books of the parish of Adinkerke, one of the main ‘receivers’ of Bulskamp 
paupers, for example do not mention any of the Bulskamp migrants who resided there.  
  The Bulskamp case thus shows that further research into continental out-parish practices is 
necessary and feasible, although sources have not always been noted in such a manner as in Bulskamp. 
Further research into Continental relief practices, such as the discourses of belonging, changing mobility 
patterns and the more quantitative research of the everyday functioning of relief, will help to further 
advance our understanding of the above findings. 
 
This chapter has demonstrated the pervasiveness of out-parish relief and has confirmed that paupers 
mostly moved to polder areas over short distances. Such short-distance, employment-oriented mobility 
concurs with the findings on migration patterns in chapter four. It has moreover demonstrated the 
intensity of pauper mobility. Bulskamp paupers not only moved elsewhere, but also returned to 
Bulskamp or continued on to a different parish. The next chapter will discuss the negotiations between 
parishes on whether to remove or provide out-parish relief to a destitute migrant. This will help 








Chapter 6. The Discretionary Character of Removal 




The previous chapters each contained illustrations or examples of individuals whose lives had been 
affected by the Concordat. These stem from correspondence between parishes, sometimes involving city 
boards or district boards, on their settlement and removal. The examples contained different cases, 
ranging from widows and children born out of wedlock to sailors, fishmongers and shoemakers.  
Parallels can be drawn in the numerous cases of men who became ill but were else able-bodied: their 
removal was often contested because of the different interests of the parishes involved. Wervik, the 
settlement parish of Pierre Pinthin for example preferred him to stay in Beveren (district of Furnes), his 
place of residence, because there were more employment opportunities there.917 In the case of Johannes 
van Laethem, the parish of residence did not want to remove him, because he was expected to return to 
work when recovered.918 This chapter discusses the parallels between different categories and tries to 
explain the anomalies. As such, the chapter discusses the different interests involved in negotiating an 
individual’s belonging. It focuses on the negotiations concerning removal, because the Concordat 
regulations left most leeway for discussion here. This related to an ambiguity in the law, advocating 
both a return to the birthplace in times of destitution, as well as unrestricted movement and free choice 
of settlement.   
  This chapter, and the research article on which it is based,919 are the first to analyse how such 
practices and negotiations functioned in the Low Countries. Most research has focused on the normative 
framework. There has, however, been some research on the practices of warranty letters, inter alia by 
Davids and by Winter, but these studies had a different approach and did not include analyses of the 
rhetoric employed in individual cases.920 Unlike for England, we cannot crosslink data from removal 
orders to settlement certificates, settlement examinations and pauper letters, simply because bureaucracy 
was less elaborate and fewer sources have survived in any systematic way. There was no standardized 
organisation of the local poor relief institutions in the early modern period.921 It is nevertheless feasible 
to analyse the rhetoric used in the negotiations during conflicts between parishes over an individual’s 
removal, albeit without conclusive information on the outcome of these discussions. As this is the final 
chapter of this thesis, it also searches to explore to what extent why the Concordat changed these notions 
of belonging. The chapter therefore consists of two main parts: a discussion on the categorisations of 
                                               
917 SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from Wervik to castellany of Furnes, 7 March 1769. 
918 See paragraph 3.3 for a description of this life story. 
919 Parts of this chapter have been published in an earlier version as Marjolein Schepers, ‘Should they stay or should they go 
now? The discretionary character of poor relief, settlement and removal in the Low Countries’, BMGN - Low Countries 
Historical Review 133, 3 (2018) 48-71. 
920 Davids, “Migratie te Leiden”; Winter, “Caught between Law and Practice”; Anne Winter, ‘Settlement Law and Rural-Urban 
Relief Transfers in Nineteenth-Century Belgium: A Case Study on Migrants’ Access to Relief in Antwerp’, in  Steven King 
and Anne Winter, Migration, Settlement and Belonging in Europe, 1500-1930s. Comparative Perspectives (New York, 2013) 
228-249. 
921 The functioning of the Concordat in terms of settlement will be discussed in greater detail in the results selections below. 
Another limitation is that the state of the research in the Low Countries is not as advanced as in England, especially with regard 
to the archiving: most sources can be found in archival dossiers titled ‘relief, various’. For the local variations in income and 
distribution structures of local poor relief institutions, see Lambrecht and Winter, “An Old Poor Law”; as well as Van den 
Broeck, Winter and Lambrecht, “Preindustrial Welfare”. 
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belonging and a discussion on the effects of the Concordat on belonging, comparing negotiations before, 
during and after its existence. 
 
Historiography 
Historians have demonstrated that parishes made agreements on not removing migrant poor to their 
place of settlement, thus allowing for ‘out-parish’ or ‘non-resident’ relief. Insofar as this permitted the 
poor to reside in places where labour demand was higher, it contributed to augmenting the labour supply. 
For sending communities it allowed saving on relief expenses as well as transport costs if overall income 
opportunities of the poor were higher in their place of residence than of settlement.922 Local or regional 
variations were thus also reflected in the decisions on who should stay and who should go.    
  Turning now to the question why communities included certain migrants and excluded others, 
the settlement and removal literature contains both explanations pointing to structural factors and 
explanations highlighting individual agency and contingency. Boyer, for example, argues that selective 
removal policies existed and were determined by the interests of the communities involved. Parishes did 
not implement settlement and removal law in the same way, nor did they necessarily follow ‘the letter 
of the law’ when, for example, paupers were granted non-resident relief. Boyer mostly explained this 
out of economic concerns, such as the needs of the labour market. He pointed out that demographic and 
occupational characteristics were key to this selectivity.923 King, on the other hand, stated that parishes 
acted differently towards individuals with similar characteristics, arguing that ‘one pauper with a given 
set of circumstances would be removed and another with a roughly identical set would not’.924 What we 
might call the ‘structural’ view, focusing on the economic conditions in the parish, indeed does not 
explain why one single unwed mother was removed upon destitution, whereas another single unwed 
mother was allowed to stay. King, having analysed pauper letters and additional poor law sources 
extensively, therefore suggested that factors such as religion, the individual moral standing as well as 
personal chemistry all impacted removal decisions.925 He did not deny that the nature of labour demand 
was one of them, but rather added a personal layer of emotions, morality and discretion to the structural 
view. This reminds us of a more contemporary debate on the discretionary nature of migration 
regulation, such as the individual agency of decision makers implementing migration policy.926 The 
theory of ‘street-level bureaucracy’ is often referred to in this research. It explains deviations between 
policies and practices by analysing the agency of the ‘men on the spot’ enforcing these policies.927 There 
was some leeway for individuals to implement policy according to their personal judgement. Personal 
characteristics of these street-level executives influenced their actions but, vice versa, what happened 
on the ground also influenced policymaking. Focusing on the negotiations considering relief, settlement 
and removal will help to elucidate the role of agency and discretion.928 
Materials and Methods 
This chapter zooms in on the decision-making on the individual level, discussing how the negotiations 
concerning settlement and especially removal developed in daily practice. It thus concerns the daily 
practices of settlement and belonging, going beyond the normative sources. The peculiar characteristics 
                                               
922 Taylor, “A Different Kind”. 
923 Boyer, An Economic History, p. 256-257. 
924 King, “Poor Relief, Settlement and Belonging”, p. 98-99. 
925 Ibidem 
926 Walaardt, Geruisloos inwilligen; Joanne van der Leun, ‘Excluding Illegal Migrants in The Netherlands: Between National 
Policies and Local Implementation’, West European Politics 29, 2 (2006) 310-326. 
927 Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy. 




of regional economies and religious diversity can help to further our understanding of settlement and 
belonging in practice. The chapter as such is based on an analysis of discussions between parishes about 
where individuals belonged, that is, the conflicts over an individual’s removal. Such conflicts occurred 
often, even after the Concordat had been designed to prevent them. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
the Concordat regulations held an ambuigity which allowed both for removals of migrants and the 
distribution of out-parish relief.929 The Concordat moreover facilitated out-parish relief as deviating 
practice from the removals officially mentioned in its law. Because the settlement parish of a migrant 
was generally clear, parishes of residence knew which parish to held accountable for possible advances 
and reimbursements. Moreover, the castellany of Furnes for example institutionalised (short-term) out-
parish relief in a 1752 ordinance, as poor or ill migrants could not be expected to have the means to 
return to their settlement parishes.930 Chapter five has thus shown that out-parish relief was a pervasive 
system in the Concordat area. The Bulskamp parish had up to half of its recipient paupers residing 
elsewhere in 1778-1780.931 Analysis of a 1776 enquiry into out-parish relief between the districts of the 
Liberty of Bruges and Furnes, as well as between Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges, likewise 
demonstrated that it added up to a substantial number of paupers.932 These mostly moved on short 
distances, especially to polder parishes, presumably following the high and fluctuating labour demand 
in these areas. The out-parish poor of Bulskamp moreover demonstrated a high intensity of mobility. 
With these preliminary conclusions in mind, this chapter analyses how parishes negotiated out-parish 
relief or removal between one another.933 
         The archives thus hold individual case files, or ‘pauper conflicts’, which contain correspondence 
between relief institutions, villages and cities, as well as local district governments concerning the relief 
application of an individual.934 These have been used as illustrations throughout the thesis and as a 
source for understanding the practical functioning of out-parish relief in the previous chapter. This 
chapter does not use these ‘life stories’ as illustrations of the main arguments, but instead analyses and 
compares these individual cases to eachother. They concern individual relief requests that resulted in 
arguments between residence and settlement parishes over who was liable to pay and whether the 
individual was allowed to stay or should be ‘removed’, i.e. sent back to his or her settlement parish. 
Whereas such individual conflicts would earlier have been resolved in court, the Concordat had installed 
a system of internal arbitration.935 The general idea was that this would limit the costs of arbitration. The 
internal conflict-resolving system means that the sources are ideal for contextualisation, because they 
contain more information than judiciary files and also include the viewpoints of multiple agents in a 
single conflict. From the series of conflicts, spread over different archives, I selected only those with 
multiple letters per individual for in-depth analysis, to ensure the inclusion of different viewpoints on 
the conflicts. This adds up to a total of about fifty cases or about a hundred letters. It should be noted 
though that these files, varying in date from 1745 to 1795, concern conflicts and therefore do not allow 
                                               
929 Both removal and out-parish relief were common in the Concordat. Generally, residence parishes provided relief to an 
individual in need and only afterwards would they try to get reimbursements if it concerned an immigrant with settlement 
elsewhere. Settlement was as a rule located in the birthplace, but the agreement contained many exceptions for married women 
(following the status of their husbands), underage children (following the status of their fathers until age of maturity), children 
born out of wedlock (following the status of their mothers until adulthood), orphans (following the status of the last living 
parent, or the deceased father) and even casual birth (following the status of the father). This elaborateness stemmed from the 
objective of limiting the number of conflicts. For more information on the Concordat regulations, see chapter one of this thesis. 
930 SAV, OA,  344, folio 3 verso and folio 16 verso, Ordinance of 16 February 1752. 
931 RAB, Bulskamp, 7; Idem, 8. 
932 RAB, BBV, 669, Enquiries into out-parish paupers, 1776. See also paragraphs 2.6 and 4.2 of this thesis.  
933 SAV, OA, 1122, letter from the mayor of Wervik to the board of the castellany of Furnes, 9 September 1763. 
934 Many of these sources have been saved and can be found in different archives, probably because they formed proof of the 
jurisprudence of local parishes. The sources do not form a coherent collection and are not inventoried or organised but are 
rather spread over different dossiers in several local archives 




for an analysis of the general experiences of belonging. They rather tell us something about the extreme 
cases. Before turning to a discussion of these selected sources, one case study is first discussed in detail. 
 
6.2 The Life Story of Misero Joanni Francisco Josepho Lathem 
 
To better understand the sources and especially, to understand how such conflicts over settlement 
actually took place, the next section zooms in on one case study: a conflict over an ill migrant named 
Johannes van Laethem.936 This life story illustrates the tensions between the different levels of 
administration (city, countryside, castellany, central government) which were involved in mobility and 
poor relief. The conflict over his settlement and removal which evolved when Van Laethem fell ill in 
1791 has provided us with about 10 documents, mostly correspondence between the administrations 
involved, which allows for an extraordinarily elaborate contextualisation of the conflict. It is discussed 
here to understand how such conflicts over settlement and removal functioned in practice.  
  The main character of this story is Johannes Franciscus Joseph van Laethem, whose life story 
has been adressed briefly as an illustration in chapter three. Van Laethem, fifty-eight years old, made a 
living as a fishmunger in the Flemish port town Nieuwpoort. He lived with his wife and two children in 
the Oude Oostendsestraat, a street to the north of the city which runs down to the river Yser.937 In 1791, 
Van Laethem suddenly fell ill, probably from the malaria epidemic.938 He was no longer able to work 
and therefore lost his daily income. Having been limited to bedrest for three months earlier that year, 
Van Laethem no longer had any financial reserves to fall back on. His wife and daughter tried to continue 
his trade but did not provide enough to sustain the family. The situation of Van Laethem worsened by 
the day. 
  The pastor of Nieuwpoort intervened and promised to provide relief.939 He argued that Van 
Laethem should be maintained until he was fit to start working again. The fishmunger was widely known 
as an honest and good man, according to the pastor. He therefore requested the poor table to provide 
some initial relief to Van Laethem. That was the start of the issue. The Nieuwpoort poor table was 
willing to advance some relief but refused to be held responsible for the expenses because ‘desen onsen 
disch met een vremt last niet en magh beswaert worden’.940 Van Laethem was born elsewhere and 
therefore a ‘stranger’. The relief overseer therefore stated that ‘his own parish’, i.e. his parish of birth, 
should provide for him.941   
  The poor table nevertheless agreed to provide initial relief, inter alia by sending two doctors and 
a chirurgijn to Van Laethem.942 It did so without contacting his parish of settlement first or considering 
removing him. The poor table did not consider Van Laethem a beggar or a profiteer, but a deserving 
                                               
936 This section is a translation and slightly changed version of a part of my article: Marjolein Schepers, ‘Van zieke visverkoper 
tot arme vreemdeling’. 
937 Van Laethem and his family lived on the ‘oude oosttensche straat’: RAB, Nieuwpoort, 352, ‘Onderzoek naar armen en 
vreemdelingen’, 1769. 
938 Which disease Van Laethem had exactly is not mentioned in the sources. Late eighteenth-century coastal Flanders did 
however suffer from a malaria epidemic, spread by the Anistopheles mosquito. This illness increased mortality in the region, 
but not every ill person died from the consequences of the disease. Labourers for example often fell ill repeatedly, with returning 
high fevers. Van Laethem had been ill for three months earlier that year, and it is likely that he suffered from malaria. For more 
information on this epidemic, see Lambrecht, “Agrarian Change” and Isabelle Devos, ‘Malaria in Vlaanderen tijdens de 18de 
en 19de eeuw’, in Jan Parmentier and Sander Spanoghe (eds.), Orbis in orbem. Liber amicorum John Everaert (Ghent, 2001), 
197-234. 
939 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter of Van Uytfan, curé of Nieuwpoort, to the city of Nieuwpoort, 3 January 1791. 
940 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from mayor of Nieuwpoort to castellany board of Courtrai, 15 March 1791. 
941 Ibidem; RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from mayor and aldermen of Nieuwpoort to castellany board of Courtrai, 11 August 1791. 




poor who needed relief for reasons that were considered not his fault. He had always worked, had a good 
reputation, and was liked by other parishioners.  The family’s situation was harrowing according to the 
poor table, as the family did not have any bread, referring to a local expression denoting an inability to 
sustain oneself.943 His demand for relief was thus considered legitimate. Nieuwpoort had moreover not 
removed Van Laethem upon becoming poor. He was considered too ill and unfit for being transported 
to a different parish, especially as his parish of birth, Herzeeuw, was about sixty kilometers away.  
 The poor table did nevertheless insist upon reimbursement of the advanced relief. The overseer 
wrote a letter to the parish of Herzeeuw to compensate for the expenses.944 Herzeeuw did not reply. The 
Nieuwpoort poor table subsequently demanded the urban administration of Nieuwpoort to intervene.945  
Herzeeuw again did not reply to the letter of the mayor of Nieuwpoort. The mayor therefore wrote a 
complaint to the castellany of Courtrai, to which Herzeeuw parish belonged. He wrote: 
 
‘ten effecte sij sonder gelieven gedient te sijn van een der meergeseyde dischmeesters van Herzan te 
belasten van sonder uytstel te voorsien in het noodigh onderhoudt van hunne gebreckelicken 
dischgenoot, ende van aen onse disch te restitueeren tgonne sy aen desselven ter provisie gegeven heeft 
tot syne alimentatie ende genezinghe’.946 
 
The castellany board of Courtrai deemed Nieuwpoort’s request justified and demanded the parish board 
of Herzeeuw to convene with the Herzeeuw poor table as soon as possible, to reimburse the indebted 
relief expenses.947 The parish of Herzeeuw initially replied that it would only reimburse Nieuwpoort if 
the city sent Van Laethem back to Herzeeuw, where he could reside with the other local poor. The poor 
table probably wanted to monitor and control the relief expenses: if Van Laethem was in Herzeeuw, the 
decision-making on the amount and types of relief would be in Herzeeuw’s hands. The urban 
administration of Nieuwpoort however refused to meet that request. It had used the following argument 
to explain this refusal in an earlier letter to the castellany of Courtrai: 
 
‘vous voiez, Monsieur, l’impossibilité de la chose de renvoie d’ici à une trentaine de lieues jusqu’à sa 
paroisse un homme moribund ou a peine sauvé d’une maladie mortel et d’y joindre encore sa femme et 
sa famille qui resteroient tous à la charge des pauvres d’Herseaux, tandis qu’ici avec la petite besoigne 
qu’ils font, ils se tirent d’affaires qu’ils sont en santé, et n’ont besoin de secours que dans le cas de 
maladies, donc que ceci n’est qu’une defaite par soustraire à ce miserable la secours qu’il est en droit 
de demander et de recevoir de sa paroisse natale, cet homme qui a toujours été honnete, fait pitié et 
merite la commiseration entière’.948 
 
Nieuwpoort argued against removal, for Van Laethem’s illness, and because his family would have to 
be removed as well, whereas the family only had a ‘a little need’.949 The family was able to sustain itself 
when in health and only needed help in case of illness. Nieuwpoort argued that Herzeeuw was wrong to 
deny ‘this miserable’ from the relief he had the right to demand and to receive from his birthplace.950 
The economic utility of Van Laethem for the urban community also formed an argument for Nieuwpoort 
against his removal to Herzeeuw. The city wanted the fishmunger to stay, for him to return to work after 
                                               
943 Ibidem. 
944 As mentioned in RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the mayor and aldermen of Nieuwpoort to the castellany board of Courtrai, 
11 August 1791; Idem, Letter from the castellany board of Courtrai to the parish of Herzeeuw, 26 August 1791. 
945 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the overseer of the Nieuwpoort poor table to the city board of Nieuwpoort, 11 July 1791. 
946 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the mayor and aldermen of Nieuwpoort to the castellany board of Courtrai, 11 August 1791. 
947 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the castellany board of Courtrai to the parish of Herzeeuw, 26 August 1791. 





betterment. It must be noted that inhabitants, especially those employed, generally payed taxes. Van 
Laethem’s presence in the city was thus considered useful, he was a valuable member of society. 
 These arguments employed by the parish of residence demonstrate how Van Laethem had a dual 
belonging. He did not belong in the sense of settlement and was not entitled to be sustained by the 
Nieuwpoort poor table. His belonging manifested in a different way: The city did not want to remove 
him. This decision was not only based on cost-benefit considerations. Morality also played a role. 
Nieuwpoort had, after all, already provided relief to Van Laethem before checking his settlement. In 
England, parishes generally held settlement examinations before providing relief, or removed migrants 
who were considered likely to become chargeable.951 This was not the case for Van Laethem, or many 
other mobile poor in the Concordat. Van Laethem was considered an honest and hard-working man and 
had a good reputation. His deservingness was thus not contested. Moreover, as I argued in chapter five 
and repeat in chapter six, the Concordat eased the bureaucracy of out-parish relief, allowing parishes of 
residence to advance relief.  
  Van Laethem’s case study has been briefly addressed in chapter three, where I argued that there 
was confusion over the regulations of the Concordat. The decision of the castellany of Courtrai on 
Nieuwpoort’s demand illustrates this confusion. The castellany board decided that Nieuwpoort’s claim 
was ‘fondée en justice’: Herzeeuw had to reimburse the relief advanced and Van Laethem did not have 
to be removed.952 The decision of Courtrai actually went couter to the interests of its parish Herzeeuw. 
This decision did however reveal some confusion over legislation. Courtrai argued that Van Laethem 
had not obtained settlement in Nieuwpoort, because the castellany of Courtrai had left the Concordat in 
1776, along with Bruges and Franc de Bruges. The castellany board falsely stated that Van Laethem 
should therefore be maintained by his parish of birth, as stated by the central settlement legislation for 
Flanders of 24 October 1750. This was remarkable, as it was based on an incorrect interpretation of the 
central decree: according to this legislation, migrants obtained settlement in their place of residence after 
three years residence and tax payment.953 Herzeeuw did not follow Courtrai’s ruling and continued to 
refuse payment.954 The parish used several references to legislation to substantiate this claim, referring 
to the three-year criterion of the central legislation, to which Van Laethem, having settled in Nieuwpoort 
in 1767, complied. Herzeeuw had relieved him during a certain period in the 1770s when it still adhered 
to the Concordat, and followed the birth criterion, but by now, in the 1790s, Van Laethem was 
considered to have obtained settlement in Nieuwpoort.955 In addition to these juridical claims, Herzeeuw 
also argued that Van Laethem did not belong there. The parish stated: 
‘le nommé Jean Francois Laethem fils de Louis et de Vironique Pottier né dans notre paroisse le 12 
8bre 1733 qui est etabli dans laditte ville [Nieuwpoort, MS], lequelle a quitté la paroisse d’Herseaux 
avec son père qui étoit etrange en l’an 1736 ou environ, selon le livre de notice du proprietaire de la 
maison que son feu père a occupé’.956 
The parish used the records of the homeowner of the house in which Van Laethem had lived with his 
father to demonstrate that he had left the parish at an early age, and that his father was a ‘foreigner’. 
Such references to the parents of an adult had no legal meaning in settlement regulations at the time. 
Herzeeuw employed this argument rhetorically, to stress that Van Laethem was not belonging in the 
parish.  
  We cannot know for sure what eventually happened to Van Laethem, as the relief accounts of 
both Nieuwpoort and Herzeeuw have not survived for this period. Nieuwpoort most probably was held 
                                               
951 Cf. King, “It is Impossible”; Snell, Parish and Belonging, p. 127-157; Styles, “The Evolution”. 
952 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the castellany board of Courtrai to the parish of Herzeeuw, 26 August 1791. 
953 For a discussion of this central legislation, see chapter one of this thesis. 






responsible for his relief, since the castellany of Courtrai eventually ordered the city to pay for the 
expenses.957 Why the castellany board had not decided so before remains an enigma, as the earlier 
decisions went against the interests of the castellany and its dependent parish, and moreover deviated 
from the actual regulations. Nieuwpoort also did not interpret legislation correctly. Perhaps there was 
confusion over legislation, but perhaps Nieuwpoort had more intentionnally and strategically argued for 
out-parish relief - not carrying the burden of the relief expenses but maintaining the benefits of the 
presence of Van Laethem in the city.958   
  To conclude, the local administrations involved might have employed distraction strategies or 
might have been properly confused over legislation. It was most probably a bit of both. These 
negotiations do clearly demonstrate the room for negotiation and the leeway for interpretation on how 
to implement legislation. The local administrations used this leeway to construct the belonging of Van 
Laethem in their best interests. Nieuwpoort addressed his deservingness as hardworking man, who had 
run out of financial reserves and means to maintain his family because of his illness. The city also 
stressed his belonging, as a respected and loved community member, to negotiate against his removal 
to Herzeeuw. Herzeeuw on the other hand argued against his belonging in Herzeeuw, using arguments 
on his absence and the foreign origins of his father. Moral considerations regarding belonging thus 
played an important role in the negotiations. They demonstrate how not only economic considerations, 
but rather a balance between utility and morality were taken into account in constructing belonging. This 
case study shows how, aside from negotiations on how to change regulations which were discussed in 
part one, administrations also negotiated on the daily implementations of these policies out of local 
interests. This chapter continues with the analysis of a larger selection of sourcess to discuss the patterns 
in negotiations. 
 
6.3 Street-Level Negotiations and Extra-Legal Arguments 
 
Like in the case of Van Laethem, many of the letters discussing the options regarding removal or out-
parish relief comprised more information than strictly necessary, employing a rhetorical style. The 
authors employed a discourse that ventured beyond the legal regulations. These arguments did not refer 
to legal texts and are therefore defined here as ‘extra-legal’ arguments. They rather alluded to different 
values, related to the interpersonal relations between the individuals and parishes involved. In other 
words, there was a discourse in use, diverging from the strictly legal arguments for removal, which 
recurred in many situations. Examples of such rhetoric include ‘to make sure humanity does not suffer 
that this unhappy poor woman would be abandoned on her own, deprived of any relief, we pray you, 
gentlemen, to instruct the administrators of Westvleteren, her birthplace, to provide for her without any 
delay’,959 or ‘because it is woeful to perish along streets or roads while one may not demand for his 
bread anywhere’.960 Parishes used different types of rhetoric according to their interests in keeping or 
removing an individual from their community. These discourses mainly concerned the deservingness of 
                                               
957 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the castellany of Courtrai to Nieuwpoort, 9 September 1791. 
958 Cf. King, “It is Impossible”, p. 182. 
959 ‘[C]omme l’humanité ne souffre pas que cette pauvre malheureuse soit abandonnée a elle-même privée de tout secour, nous 
vous prions messieurs de vouloir bien ordonner aux administrateurs de westvleteren son lieu natal d’y pourvoir sans retard’, 
in letters concerning the settlement and removal of Dorothea Benedicta Luyssens: SAV, OA, letter from Castellany of Cassel 
to Castellany of Furnes, 23 November 1788. All translations in this chapter are made by the author. 
960 ‘Want het jammerlick is lanckst straeten of wegen te vergaen terwijl men nergens sijn broot en magh vragen’ (translation 





the individual and where he or she ‘belonged’ as well as the more political-administrative relations 
between the parishes involved. 
         Deservingness is a concept employed in historical debates to describe the extent to which a relief 
applicant was considered to ‘deserve’ assistance.961 Residence parishes of migrants, for example, first 
and foremost tried to prove that the relief applicant was not a beggar or vagrant and instead was an 
honest, hardworking or religious person, especially when some provisional assistance had already been 
provided that they hoped to recover from the person’s place of settlement. Another strategy that parishes 
employed was demonstrating that relief actually formed the last resort. In the case of Joannis Linders, 
for example, the castellany of Bergues St. Winoc (which his residence parish of Tetegem was subject 
to) wrote to the castellany of Cassel for advice on whether Tetegem or the birth parish in the Furnes 
region or yet another parish was liable for relief and whether removal was allowed. On the need for 
relief, the letter stated: 
  
‘that he was burdened with a woman and a child; that his wife furthermore was about to give birth, that 
he had been in bed for seven weeks due to an illness of which he had not entirely recovered, which was 
the reason why it was not possible for him to earn anything to sustain his family, in short that they were 
in want of everything and that they had been reduced to extreme misery, which was confirmed by Mr. 
Deriq, priest of the said parish Teteghem.’962 
  
These letters generally claimed the unavoidability of the provision of relief but often also related to 
preliminary provisions of relief by the parish of residence seeking reimbursement from the assumed 
settlement parish. The rhetoric was thus used to justify these actions so as not to discuss the actual 
justification of the provision itself. Deservingness formed a rhetorical argument integral to the 
negotiation process.             
         Another theme often addressed in such rhetoric relates to belonging in the sense of kinship and 
friendship closely related to belonging and designating the integration of a migrant into the host society, 
or his or her remaining link with the home community. Authorities, for example, pointed out an 
immigrant’s local family and kinship networks which could function as alternative support systems but 
also formed a reason to reside in the same place. Another reason for a person to stay in a community 
was economic rootedness because of employment. Native or alien ancestry was also employed as an 
argument to claim local belonging as were less tactile criteria such as the position of the individual in 
the local community, for example as someone who was held in good esteem locally.963 These were all 
introduced as reasons to remove or not remove an individual from his or her parish of residence. Piety 
could also be used to underscore someone’s belonging, as a case in eighteenth-century Leeuwarden 
showed.964 Removal was not an issue here; rather which relief institution was supposed to assist a poor 
widow. She had not had enough money to buy clothes for herself or her children and had therefore not 
visited her Mennonite church in years. The Mennonite charity did not want to assist her and stated she 
should be excommunicated and turn to the urban poor relief institutions for assistance. When the 
overseer could demonstrate that poverty was the only reason she had not shown up in church and that 
her religious zeal was thus strong as ever, the Mennonites eventually agreed to assist her. This case 
                                               
961 Hindle, On the Parish?, p. 379-397. 
962 ‘qu’il étoit chargé d’une femme et d’un enfant; que sa femme d’ailleurs étoit a tout moment prête d’accoucher, qu’il a été 
détenu au lit malade pendant sept semaines, dont il n’etoit point encore entièrement rétabli de qui étoit cause qu’il ne lui étoit 
point possible de pouvoir gagner quelque chose pour sustenter sa famille en un mot qu’il leur manquait de tout et qu’ils étoient 
réduit a la dernière misère, ce qui étoit certifié par le Mr deriq curée de la ville paroisse de la dite paroisse de Téteghem’, 
SAV, OA, 235, Letter from castellany Bergen St. Winocx to castellany Cassel, 3 February 1770. 
963 For an elaborate analysis of friendship, kinship and belonging in ‘pauper letters’, i.e. relief requests written by the poor, a 
form of ego-documents different from the sources employed here, see Steven King, “Friendship, Kinship and Belonging”. 




demonstrates how access to relief, or even membership in that sense, was judged based on non-tactile, 
non-concrete, non-objective values.965 The discourse instead related to values considering the individual 
in question. The use of such rhetoric in negotiations cannot be explained by purely structural analyses, 
but rather alludes to a more individual, emotional history.                
         Thirdly, the letters contained arguments not only about the individual but also about the relations 
between the parishes concerned. Parish overseers tried to persuade their counterparts by promising to 
act similarly in future situations. Some parishes within the Concordat, for example, asked a court for 
advice on the conflict, which functioned as an additional means to exert pressure on the other side – 
even though judicial consults were not recognized as arbitration procedures within the Concordat.966 
Letters also referred to past relations, for example stating how a parish had always treated the other 
community rightly in previous conflicts and did not appreciate the lack of response to their letters.967 
The historiographical literature does indeed recognize the reciprocal relations between parishes and 
power balances as a relevant factor in discussions of removal.968     
         A more in-depth analysis of out-parish and removal cases is needed that systematically 
compares the relations between parishes and considers the differences between rural and urban 
institutions, as well as the influence of different economic conditions or migration patterns. The present 
study does show, however, that relations between the (characteristics of) the migrant, the home society 
and the host society are essential to understanding variations in rhetoric on the individual level.  
 The persuasiveness of extra-legal rhetoric 
The discussed types of extra-legal arguments did have some form of persuasive power. For example, in 
cases where castellany district boards were asked to intervene more than once these boards adopted the 
extra-legal rhetoric on belonging or deservingness. The castellany of Furnes, when intervening in a 
conflict over Pierre Beele between Furnes’ subject parish Beveren (Beele’s settlement) and the French 
parish of Hondschoote (Beele’s residence), argued that the parish members of Beveren ‘do not pretend 
at all to oppose the required assistance of aforesaid Pierre Beele following that necessity requires it’ and 
stated that Pierre Beele ‘is still strong enough to work, at least partially, for his own maintenance and 
that of his family’.969 The castellany board thus used the same rhetoric concerning belonging and 
deservingness as the parish of Beveren. Beele was eventually assisted by Beveren on the condition that 
he took his residence there.970  
  In a similar vein, the castellany of Courtrai adopted the discourse employed by its opponent, the 
city of Nieuwpoort, in a case involving the fishmonger Johannes van Laethem. The castellany of 
Courtrai had intervened on behalf of its parish Herzeeuw and stated that ‘the claim of those of 
Nieuwpoort had a legal basis’.971 Van Laethem should be relieved by Herzeeuw and should not be 
removed from Nieuwpoort. It eventually turned out that the region of Courtrai had already left the 
Concordat, which meant that the central legislation of settlement by residence (the aforementioned 1750 
regulation) was valid: Van Laethem had strictly speaking gained settlement in Nieuwpoort and should 
                                               
965 Spaans, Armenzorg in Friesland, p. 276. 
966 See for example the case of Lynders, a soldier’s son, where the advice of the Court of Cassel was asked and used as a means 
to put pressure on the other side. SAV, OA, 235, Letter from castellany of St Winocxbergen to castellany of Cassel, 3 February 
1770. 
967 In about 24 per cent of the analysed individual cases, one of the parishes promised reciprocity in future cases or used former 
actions as an argument to demand similar actions from their opposite numbers. 
968 See for example King, “It is Impossible”. 
969‘ne prétendent aucunement de s’opposer à l’assisstance requise dudit pierre beele suivant que la necessité l’exige’;  ‘se 
trouve encoor assez vigoreux à pouvoir travailler pour le maintain et la famille du moins en partie’ ,  SAV, OA, 1121, Letter 
from castellany of Furnes to the town of Hondschoote concerning Pierre Beelen, 20 January 1748. 
970 Idem, letter from the town of Hondschoote to the castellany of Furnes, 22 May 1750; idem, letter from Beveren parish to 
Hondschoote, 23 May 1750. 
971 ‘[C]et demande de ceux de Nieuport est fondée en justice’, RAK, BP, 5948, letter from castellany of Courtrai to Herzeeuw 




thus be relieved by Nieuwpoort. Removal to Herzeeuw was thus, legally speaking, a non-discussion. 
While the castellany had copied the rhetoric of Nieuwpoort, confusion existed about the day-to-day 
application of the legislation.972 
 
Strategic Use of Discourse? 
 
In the case of Van Laethem, and in about 40 per cent of the letters in the source selection, it seems as if 
legislation was not understood properly or the concerned institutions were not fully aware of the relevant 
legal framework. This has been observed for the English case as well.973 But in addition to the above-
described correspondence that appears to stem from confusion, the correspondence also lays bare 
motives behind the employed rhetoric. Ill but otherwise able-bodied men, for example, were usually 
claimed by both the residence and settlement parishes as ‘belonging’. This related to the ‘utility’ of these 
men, considering that they could continue to work and pay taxes after recovery, and thus were 
contributing members of their residence society. But this reasoning could go either way, according to 
the interests of the communities: settlement parishes, for example, could also argue for out-parish relief 
for able-bodied men because of the employment opportunities in the parish of residence, as was the case 
in the discussion concerning Pierre Pinthin, where his settlement parish argued for him to stay in his 
residence parish: 
 
 ‘we therefore believe that he can subsist with the work of his hands and also through the support that 
we are giving him, which makes that it would be better for him to live there than here, consequently we 
pray you in the best interest of this man to leave him in the same parish’.974 
 
Considerations of efficiency, reciprocity or the prevention of high costs of removal also played a role, 
as well as the prevention of possible dependency of future generations on the parish. But the 
considerations were not necessarily all practical in nature. Moral issues also played a role, which we can 
observe in the custom of residence parishes providing relief in advance (which they hope to be 
reimbursed for) before even contacting the settlement parish, for example in the discussed cases of ill 
but otherwise able-bodied men who could return to work after recovery.975 
  
The ‘Unwanted’ 
The strategies behind the employed rhetoric become especially clear when we focus on the ‘unwanted’ 
category, or the ‘negative use’ of such arguments in the case of people who were considered unwanted, 
i.e. those who were likely to incur increasing expenses or who (supposedly) constituted a ‘nuisance’ in 
the community. Ignaes Bouden, a resident of the textile city Roeselare, was for example not included in 
his residence parish nor in his settlement parish. His situation had become untenable after he had started 
to suffer from ‘immobility or illness of mind’.976 The local parish overseer considered him delusional 
and demanded that his parish of settlement, the rural parish of Alveringem, come pick him up. Roeselare 
                                               
972 See also paragraph 6.2 above  for a discussion of the life story of Van Laethem. 
973 King, “Friendship, Kinship and Belonging”. 
974 ‘nous croions ainsi qu’il peut subsister avec le travail de ses mains et aussi par le secours que nous luy donnons, ce qui fait 
qu’il y trouve mieux à vivre qu’ici, en consequence nous vous prions en faveur de cet homme de le laisser dans la meme 
paroisse’ , SAV, OA, 1122, letter from Wervik city to castellany of Furnes, 7 March 1769. 
975 See paragraph 3.3 of this thesis for a discussion of the life story of Van Laethem. 




threatened that Bouden would otherwise be locked up in prison at Alveringem’s expenses. Bouden had 
refused to work, considered everything as his property and threatened to set fire to his house. When he 
was eventually put in prison, he stole food from his fellow inmates and refused to sleep neither ‘on beds 
nor straw’. He maintained that ‘everything belonged to him’ and threatened that he would set fire to the 
prison.977 Although his residence parish Roeselare provided some relief for his sustenance out of 
humanitarian considerations, the settlement parish never came forth to collect him or reimburse the 
parish. This man was not considered as belonging to the community by either parish. His perceived 
insanity meant that no parish wanted to be held liable for his relief, nor wanted him to reside in the 
community.    
         The case of Adrien George on the other hand initially developed as a case of an old man who 
was no longer able to work, i.e. a member of the deserving poor. His residence community Beveren 
(district of Furnes) emphasised his local belonging and deservingness, since he had always worked as a 
journeyman shoemaker. Beveren therefore demanded that George’s birth parish Tielt initiate out-parish 
relief. But the rhetoric of belonging and deservingness soon gave way to less-inclusive rhetoric when 
Tielt replied that George had been banned from his birth parish because he had been convicted for 
criminal behaviour. Tielt no longer considered him part of the community and refused to pay for his 
relief.978 Although the outcome of this case is unknown, the rhetoric clearly shifted after the plot twist 
when Beveren learned he had been convicted. When he was still considered an old, infirm, deserving 
man, the parish argued for Tielt to send out-parish relief, but when the overseer found out he had a 
criminal conviction, the discourse changed.  
  This undesirability of certain categories, in the sense that neither the parish of settlement nor the 
parish of residence wanted them to be present in the community, thus hindering removal, also often 
resonated in the cases of single unwed mothers. Their presence in the community could add to local 
relief costs, because they were generally unlikely to sustain themselves and their children by work. 
Moreover, children born out of wedlock were dependent on their mother’s settlement status and would 
impose an additional burden on their birth parish after becoming adults. The case of the widow 
Hennebel, for example, who had two children born out of wedlock, resulted in a heated discussion in 
which her parish of residence, Westvleteren, accused the assumed settlement parish (i.e. her birth parish) 
of having ‘maliciously’ denied having adopted the Concordat of Ypres. Westvleteren threatened to take 
the matter to arbitration at the Council of Flanders and referred to other cities and castellanies which 
had agreed with the solution Westvleteren had proposed. The parish tried to prevent being stuck with 
Hennebel.979  
  A close analogy can be made here with a case described by Van Leeuwen in his analysis of 
relief provision in nineteenth-century Amsterdam.980 Widow Sousterman, whose husband had recently 
deceased, subsequently moved with her children from Amsterdam to her nearby parents’ village 
Heusden, where she could rely on family support to help sustain her children. Sousterman, however, fell 
ill upon arrival and was no longer able to care for her family. She was provided relief by Heusden, which 
was reimbursed by Amsterdam. The Sousterman family, however, was ordered to move back to 
Amsterdam to be relieved under the city’s supervision. And in this case, the woman’s good name and 
moral behaviour were proof of her deservingness, arguments that were used in other above-mentioned 
cases as well. Sousterman ‘was entitled to the largest empathy possible’.981           
                                               
977 SAV, OA, 1122, letter from Roeselare to Alveringem, 16 September 1750; SAV, OA, 1122, Letter from Roeselare to 
Alveringem, 11 November 1750 and letter from Roeselare to Alveringem, 21 November 1750. 
978 SAV, OA, 1117, Letter from Tielt to unknown recipient, s.d.; Idem, Letter from Tielt to Beveren, 26 June 1757. 
979 SAV, OA, 1118: letter from unknown sender to Elverdinge, 25 October 1789; Idem, letter from castellany of Furnes to 
Elverdinge, s.d. 




 The discourse employed in this 1824 case bears similarities to those discussed earlier for the eighteenth-
century southern Low Countries. Although the research employed here does not pretend to be 
exhaustive, we can conclude that comparable rhetoric was used in claims to local rights or local 
assistance. Whereas belonging, deservingness and promises of reciprocity were stressed upon in the case 
of individuals the local community had an interest in, in the case of the rather ‘unwanted’ individuals 
parishes rarely argued for the necessity of their presence in the community. The construction of an 
individual’s identity or belonging and the decision on whether the presence of this person was wanted 
or not by settlement and residence parishes were thus partially dependent on sometimes conflicting 




6.4 Changes in Removal Negotiations  
 
Having discussed the general patterns of the negotiations and underlying motives for employing extra-
legal rhetoric to include or exclude migrants, this chapter now turns to an analysis of changes over time. 
This section discusses to what extent negotiations differed before, during and after Concordat. It also 
discusses to what extent differences existed between negotiations among Concordat members and 
negotiations with non-Concordat members like the Liberty of Bruges post-1776. 
  The conflicts taking place before the creation of the Concordat often concerned the question 
where someone’s settlement was located, which law was applicable or how to interpret the law. This 
was the case for the surgeon De Waele, who had fallen ill after working and living in the city of Dunkirk 
(France) for years. France and Flanders negotiated his settlement status, considering he had always 
worked in the port of Dunkirk and on ships departing from Dunkirk.982 The fact that his place of 
settlement was the main subject of discussion, rather than whether to choose between removal or out-
parish relief, might also relate to a bias in the sources. Such earlier conflicts have mostly been handed 
down to us because they were saved in the archives as examples demonstrating why harmonisation in 
the shape of the Concordat was necessary. Nevertheless, negotiations among Concordat members 
mostly discusssed removal. Conflicts over individuals’ settlement were rare during the Concordat, as 
the conflicts discussed in this chapter have shown. They occurred occasionally, for example with regard 
to the settlement of children, especially in the case of orphans, soldiers’ children and children born out 
of wedlock. The legislation on such cases was relatively elaborate and complex in the Concordat. There 
were some other exceptions, such as a disagreement over the settlement of Liduine Robert, a woman 
whose husband had been confined in France.983  
  Conflicts played an important role in the creation and spread of the Concordat. Individual cases 
often gave rise to a change of legislation or the adoption of new legislation. The castellanies of Furnes 
and Ypres for example adopted settlement legislation of North France in 1745 after a longstanding 
conflict regarding the surgeon De Waele, native of Alveringem, Furnes.984 The Liberty of Bruges 
                                               
982 ARA, CP, 1283A, Copy of letter from castellany of Furnes to De Séchelles, 10 November 1745; Idem, Copy of letter from 
De Séchelles to castellany of Furnes, 15 November 1745; Idem, Copy of letter of castellany of Furnes to De Séchelles, 9 
December 1745; Idem, Copy of letter from De Séchelles, 19 December 1745. 
983 See paragraph 4.4 for a discussion of the case of Liduine Robert in the context of an analysis on settlement identity 
documents. 
984 ARA, CP, 1283A, Copy of letter from castellany of Furnes to De Séchelles, 10 November 1745; Idem, Copy of letter from 
De Sechélles to castellany of Furnes, 15 November 1745; Idem, Copy of letter of castellany of Furnes to De Séchelles, 9 




likewise eventually adopted the Concordat in 1761 because of a conflict over the widow of Arnoldus de 
Waeckenier.985 The city of Diksmuide, as well as the rural parish of Kaprijke in the Liberty of Bruges 
motivated their refusals to exit the Concordat from similar motivations: they had ongoing individual 
conflicts with respectively the parish of Esen (district of Furnes) and the districts of Lille and Cassel 
(France). Remaining in the Concordat allowed them the opportunity to solve these, while adopting new 
legislation would only serve to complicate the negotiations.986   
  There are no clear changes in negotiations of belonging after the Concordat started to decline in 
the 1770s, instead there was mostly continuity. Again, as before the creation of the Concordat, however, 
conflicts emerged on which legislation was applicable, as in the case of Johannes van Laethem. As has 
been discussed in the sections above, his illness and demand for help evolved into an elaborate conflict 
between the city of Nieuwpoort and the parish of Herzeeuw (Courtrai), on whether settlement by birth 
or settlement by residence was applicable. Courtrai had exited the Concordat following the central 
decree of 1776 allowing members to do so and thus followed the central settlement-by-residence 
legislation. The conflict nevertheless revolved around confusion on the retroactivity of this legislation.987
 After the Concordat was gradually abolished, conflicts were increasingly litigated in court again. 
For that reason, the administrative archives do not contain many conflicts concerning cities or regions 
that had exited the Concordat. There are moreover no conflicts documented after 1795. That also relates 
to the nature of archiving, because archives from the French period (1796-1815) are often kept separately 
from those of the Ancien Régime. The latest example discussed in this thesis can be found in chapter 
one, which discussed an example of a post-Concordat conflict taking place in the Liberty of Bruges in 
1795, concerning a widow whose settlement was unclear. This woman, Isabelle Hyndericks, eventually 
went to court to ask for a decision on which parish was responsible for her settlement: Klerken, her 
parish of residence, or Mannekensvere, the birth parish of her late husband.988  
  The selection of cases discussed here is not sufficiently elaborate or representative to analyse 
changes between 1750 and 1796. They only concern conflicts that happened to have multiple sources 
which survived in the archives, often as a means of jurisprudence. Nevertheless, the discussion above 
shows that the nature of discussions changed over time: negotiations during the Concordat mostly related 
to belonging and deservingness, whereas negotiations before and after the Concordat instead often 
concerned the application of legislation. In contrast to these changes, there was a large degree of 
continuity in extralegal rhetoric and strategic use of discourse. 
 
6.5 Concluding Remarks 
 
This chapter has analysed how and why parishes negotiated in favour of or against removal in conflicts 
over migrants who had become destitute. The weight or relevance of local agency became especially 
visible on this micro-level of daily decision-making. These negotiations appealed to values other than 
the strict legal clauses, such as family (re-) unification and previous employment. These stemmed from 
a broader range of motives, such as friendship, morality and economic rootedness, which were not 
necessarily involved when targeting immigrant groups in local regulations. Local communities followed 
or diverged from legislation in daily practice, even if regulations had themselves been designed to 
                                               
985 SAV, OA, 1117, Letter from the castellany of Furnes to the Liberty of Bruges, 4 July 1750; See chapter one for a discussion 
of this adoption process and for the life story of the widow of Waeckenier. 
986 RAB, BBV, 669, Letter from the parish of Kaprijke, 25 January 1777; Idem, Letter from Diksmuide, 15 April 1777. 
987 RAK, BP, 5948, Letter from the castellany of Courtrai to Herzeeuw, 26 August 1791; Idem, Letter from the castellany of 
Courtrai to Nieuwpoort, 9 September 1791. 
988 Cf. Vervaeke, Met recht en rede(n)?; RAB, procesdossiers, 6624. 
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address local challenges, as was the case for the Concordat. The arguments used in these negotiations 
often referred to a different set of values than the strictly legal reasons to grant settlement or allow 
removal. This ‘extra-legal’ rhetoric also had some degree of persuasive power. Although the nature of 
the source material renders it difficult to make conclusive statements on the effectiveness of such 
rhetoric, I have shown that there are recurring patterns in the claims of inclusion and exclusion that often 
deviated from legislation. These patterns persisted throughout the eighteenth century and even extended 
into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.   
  Several main threads run throughout these individual cases. Legislations and their applicability 
were for example often confused. Local administrations used extralegal arguments in the negotations. 
Overseers attempted to interpret legislation to their best interests. Local interests had a primary role in 
the negotiations. There were thus different levels on which administrations differed from legislation. 
Parishes implemented the Concordat according to their own interpretation. The Concordat itself had 
nevertheless been a local bottom-up deviation from central legislation. Collaboration between 
administrations in the context of the Concordat thus in daily practice often conflicted with local interests. 
In other chapters of this thesis, I have interpreted the Concordat as a bottom-up collaborative effort. The 
negotiations however show that actual implementation of the laws on an individual level were subject 
to the interests of the parishes involved.   
  This chapter demonstrates that parishes negotiated not only the locus of settlement but also 
removal. That adds another layer to the construction of belonging. Individuals settled in one community 
could be considered belonging in another society. Reasons of utility in terms of employment and tax 
payment made an immigrant wanted in the host society. Overseers could also act out of motives of 
morality, of not removing a deserving or ‘rooted’ community member. Family networks also motivated 
overseers to not remove 'alien' paupers. Several factors determined whether an individual should be 
included or excluded from local relief provisions, alongside the agency of the administrations involved. 
These could be structural factors such as the labour market and demographic characteristics of the 
communities involved but also factors related to the individual and his or her standing in the community, 
appealing to deservingness, belonging and especially morality. Finally, the relations and especially 
power balances between the parishes involved also played a role. This was also discussed with regard 
to the wider geographical freeriders’ problem in chapter two.  
  Despite institutional and economic changes, local interests continued to play an important role. 
The nature of the negotiations and arguments moreover changed little. Efficiency and administrative 
simplification had been among the main motives behind relief reforms. The Concordat likewise should 
simplify administration and bureaucracy. Individual conflicts show that parishes put forward their own 
interests in day-to-day implementation.  All in all, the main factors determining inclusion or exclusion 
were the characteristics of and relations between migrants, sending communities, and receiving 
communities. The question remains to what degree such triangular negotiations concerning inclusion 
and exclusion were specific to the Low Countries and, conversely, what about them was universal or 
identifiable elsewhere too. This question deserves further comparative research in a European 
framework. 
 
This chapter concludes the second part of the thesis which centred on migrants. It has demonstrated that 
daily practices often deviated from policies. Local interests for example came in to play when dealing 
with individuals. Even if the Concordat itself had been created bottom-up because of local interests 
which deviated from the central policy framework, this could not prevent parish overseeers from using 
their discretionary power in deciding whether to remove migrants or for example check their settlement 
documents. Chapters four to six have also shown that migrants, paupers as well as day labourers and 
cortgezetenen migrants, continued to move according to (perceptions of) labour demand. The polder 
parishes which contained large, capitalist, labour-hiring farms, continued to receive the largest shares of 
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migration. Welfare arrangements in the form of the Concordat thus did not alter course of migration, but 
rather eased and simplified the administration. The Concordat also furnished a relative insurance of the 
responsibility of birth parishes for settlement, which provided more space for negotiating removal. This 
had important implications for belonging. Migrants belonged to their place of settlement, but many 
negotiations, as well as the pervasiveness of out-parish relief, demonstrated their belonging in the place 
of residence as well. A multilocated belonging grew and flourished in the context of the Concordat. 
Different factors thus played a role in inclusion and exclusion in daily practice. Elaborate practices of 
mobility regulation came into existence, which followed several patterns with regard to conceptions of 
morality or the demandss of the labour market, without being governed or anchored in legislation. This 
part of the thesis therefore demonstrates the important role of street level bureaucracy in explaining 
differences and changes in the inclusion and exclusion of migrants in practice. It regarded human 










In this thesis, I have set out to discuss why migrants were included or excluded from membership, 
focussing on ‘settlement’, an early modern concept that regulated migration and access to welfare. I 
analysed the Concordat of Ypres, a bottom-up agreement between cities and rural districts in the coastal 
areas of France and the Southern Low Countries signed in 1750. The Concordat functioned as a case 
study to assess several subquestions such as the discrepancies between ‘settlement’ policies and 
practices, or the construction of belonging. Two other threads throughout the thesis were the differences 
between the interests of central, regional and local authorities, such as rural districts, cities and parishes, 
and the relation between rural and urban parishes and institutions. In this conclusion, I will first sum up 
the main findings of the different chapters, by means of a discussion on the historical development of 
the Concordat, and then turn to a discussion of the main themes of belonging, policies and practices, 
different levels of governance and rural-urban relations. The conclusion continues with a discussion of 
the limitations of the results and recommendations for future research. Finally, I will address the main 
implications of these findings and what this contributes to theoretical debates of inclusion and exclusion 
regarding migration and welfare. 
 
A Concise History of the Concordat of Ypres 
Bottom-Up Settlement Legislation: Transnational Collaboration in a Border Region 
This thesis departed from the hypothesis that the creation of the Concordat of Ypres could be understood 
through the theories of social agrosystems: the ecological, economic and social outset of the area 
determined the interests of the local elites to engineer the makeshift economies and systems of inclusion 
and exclusion of the labouring poor. In this interpretation, the Concordat followed from the interests of 
the rural elites in this agrarian capitalist area to stimulate labour mobility without carrying the ‘burdens’ 
of providing relief to these migrants in for example slack seasons. This thesis has not contradicted the 
hypothesis but has offered additional factors, providing a more nuanced vision on the Concordat.
 This thesis puts forward that the Concordat of Ypres, signed in June 1750, was essentially an 
attempt of the authorities of West Flanders and of North France to coordinate legislation on settlement 
across borders. It was created and functioned without intervention by the central state of the Southern 
Low Countries, although the French state was involved through the intendant De Séchelles. The 
collaboration followed from earlier attempts of rural districts at harmonising legislation in the area. The 
Concordat essentially was a transnational bottom-up agreement.   
  Considerations of political economy and regional interdependence acted as the main catalysts 
to the creation of the Concordat. For one, the Concordat offered the benefits of free (labour) mobility 
without the burdens of welfare. The agreement moreover formed a continuation of transnational 
collaboration between the Flemish regions of the Southern Low Countries and France. Stimulating 
reciprocity was an oft-mentioned argument of the creators and several adopters stressed the need to 
harmonise or streamline different interpretations of settlement law. Factors of interdependence went 
hand in hand with more economic motives. Cost-benefit considerations also played a role, for example 
in calculating migration balances and the possible number of dependents in different settlement models. 
Some parishes, like those of Maldegem Ambacht, refused to join because they formed part of a different 
migration system. The social agrosystems hypothesis is thus nuanced with political geographical factors 
of borders and interdependence and especially attempts at administrative simplification and 
harmonisation.   
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Several cities and rural districts moreover made ad-hoc decisions in joining the Concordat based on 
conflicts over one individual’s settlement. This implies that they did not necessarily calculate the options 
or think things through. That was confirmed by the exit campaign in the 1770s based on advancing and 
changing insights on local interests. In such small, nuclear parishes, one conflict over settlement could 
have relatively large consequences for the local poor table. Solving the number of conflicts and 
preventing future contestation was an important part of the discourse and convinced parishes to join the 
Concordat. They underlined the need for uniformity, harmonisation and cross-border collaboration.  
  Factors of local interdependence, alongside with social agrosystems, thus explain why the 
Concordat, with its free mobility and settlement by birth, came into being in this time and place. Border 
shifts, earlier attempts at harmonisation and the increasing challenges of population growth and 




The Concordat introduced free mobility and attempted to limit the bureaucracy surrounding mobility. 
Banning the custom of demanding warranty letters was one of the main attempts at easing mobility. 
These warranty letters were replaced by moral certificates, which had less legal implications. 
Essentially, limiting one’s access to relief to the place of birth (ius solis) formed an assurance that 
migrants could not obtain settlement. The Concordat has earlier been interpreted as a means to stimulate 
mobility of the rural elites who needed labourers in coastal agriculture, where commercial farmers 
heavily relied on seasonal labourers and day labourers.989 Other historians have instead demonstrated 
that West Flanders was not a particularly mobile region, especially in terms of labour migration. In this 
thesis, I have demonstrated that mobility levels were generally high in the area, but mostly internal, over 
short distances. They were therefore not captured in earlier research on interdepartmental seasonal 
migration.990 I have moreover demonstrated that the mobility patterns of the out-parish paupers took 
place along similar lines as other types of migration, such as of cortgesetenen in an 1771 enquiry and 
non-natives in a 1796 enquiry.  
  There are little indications of fundamental changes in the local and regional migration patterns 
in the second half of the eighteenth century, and thus little indications that the Concordat changed 
mobility patterns. Mobility continued to take place on short distances and the polder parishes received 
the highest levels of migrants. Others have therefore argued that employment was one of the main 
migration motivations in coastal Flanders. Although the sources on out-parish pauper mobility used in 
this thesis provide no information on the motivations for moving, the mobility of out-parish paupers 
does follow the same patterns as other types of migration in the area. Instead of changing the course of 
migration, or influencing the mobility of paupers, the Concordat rather appears to have facilitated 
existing mobility patterns by easing the administration and regulation of migration, especially by 
replacing warranty letters with moral certificates issued by the last place of residence.    
  As of yet, we know relatively little on the mobility of out-parish relief receiving paupers. This 
thesis has indicated that they were highly mobile. Out-parish relief, the practice of providing relief to 
settled paupers resident elsewhere, became extensive under the Concordat, perhaps because it was 
considered easier than removal. Migrants often needed help only for a short period of time, which made 
removal considered as redundant. Often, migrants were also considered to have better opportunity 
structures in terms of employment or social networks in the place of residence. Out-parish relief 
recipients of the rural parish of Bulskamp at a certain point even outnumbered the Bulskamp in-parish 
                                               
989 Cf. Winter and Lambrecht, “Migration, Poor Relief and Local Autonomy”. 
990 Cf. Lucassen, Naar de kusten van de Noordzee. 
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paupers. With this research, I have moreover demonstrated that out-parish paupers had a high intensity 
of mobility, migrating between their parish of settlement and nearby parishes regulary. More 
importantly, the lion share migrated to polder parishes, indicating that they followed the same migration 
patterns as other migrants. This corroborates to some extent investigations on the present-day situation. 
Migrants within the European Union rappear to base their migration decisions on employment rather 
than welfare.991 The sources used in this thesis however do not allow for definitive conclusions on the 
motivations of the migration decisions of these out-parish paupers. Mobility to the polders does not 
necessarily imply that these out-parish paupers moved for employment. Migration levels were generally 
high in the polder parishes, especially in parishes with large farms. Social migration networks or family 
ties could for example also have formed motives to move to such general migration destinations.
  
   
Problems in Practice 
Several tensions arose during the Concordat, notably in the 1770s after complaints on ‘strangers’ 
begging in the streets and on rising relief expenses. There are some indications that, in daily practice, 
migration regulation did not work out as intended. Overseers did not always check the settlement 
documents of incoming migrants. This research even suggests that not all migrants might have carried 
a moral certificate, as ordered by the Concordat regulations. Instead, papers seem to have mostly been 
demanded upon conflict over an individual’s settlement and removal. Local authorities complained of 
the lack of overview on incoming migration. An additional issue with moral certificates was the lack of 
legal implications, which turned them into an ‘easy way out’ for parishes who wanted to ‘get rid of’ 
unwanted migrants. The insurance against migrants acquiring settlement moreover was not waterproof. 
Future children of immigrant inhabitants still acquired settlement upon birth. Single women or widows 
could moreover acquire settlement upon marriage. Critics of the Concordat accused other authorities of 
fraud in such cases.  There was moreover discretionary room for decision making on the individual 
level, which made removal and out-parish relief in practice dependent upon negotiations between 
parishes. These contained many different outcomes, extra-legal rhetoric and deviations from the formal 
policy framework. This process was dependent on many different factors, ranging from utility to social 
networks, to the relations and power balances between the parish of settlement and the parish of 
residence. Policies were thus not always implemented in practice. The daily practice of the Concordat 
moreover laid bare some of the Achilles heels of the agreement, notably the lack of migration monitoring 
and the implications of settlement by birth with regard to locally-born children of immigrant families.  
 
Bruges’ Exit 
Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges wanted to drop out of the Concordat in 1773 and invited other members 
to join their request for a new legislation. They preferred settlement in the place of residence, for all 
inhabitants, instead of settlement by birth. After becoming aware that they had little migration 
connections with the North of France and that migration mostly took place over short distances, these 
governments preferred collaborations with neighbouring entities instead of more distant regions. Some 
towns and parishes on the southern borders of the Liberty of Bruges refused to exit the Concordat 
because of ongoing conflicts with other Concordat members. Another parish of the Liberty of Bruges 
denounced the settlement to all residents’ proposal, because the parish had about fifty immigrant 
households, which would increase relief expenses exponentially. Such calculations of costs and benefits 
                                               
991 Cf. De Jong, Between Welfare and Farewell. 
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were not uncommon. The Privy Council only realised in the late 1770s that parishes with high native 
population numbers supposedly had relatively high relief expenses in the Concordat and only parishes 
with high immigration levels actually profited from the agreement. Geography, in the sense of borders 
and migration patterns, thus continued to play an important role in the Concordat. The reforms in the 
1770s had another remarkable motivation, resulting from new ideas on social control. These reforms 
included a renewed local focus on monitoring the resident population, providing workfare and hiring a 
pauper doctor instead of providing relief to out-parish natives. Limiting relief to the resident population 
would thus ensure a higher degree of social control. This effect of social policy reforms on migrant 
inclusion provides new insights to the historiography: social policy was not used as an instrument to 
regulate migration, but instead migrant membership regimes were based on new ideals of social control. 
The exit moreover demonstrated an increased awareness of local and regional interests in contrast to the 
often ad-hoc decisionmaking in the creation process of the Concordat.  
 
The End, or not the End? 
After the exit, the differences between the interests of different government levels and different parishes 
continued to exist, and so did the important role played by geopolitical relations. The French state tried 
to convince the Southern Low Countries to continue the Concordat, whereas several French parishes 
expressed their discontent with the agreement in the run up to the French Revolution. Despite exiting 
the Concordat, Tournai and Tournaisis moreover decided to continue following the Concordat with 
regard to the North of France. This was related to power relations, but also to the movement of ideas, as 
Tournai and Tournaisis argued that continuing to receive removed emigrants would contribute to 
population growth, a theory introduced in French social reforms.   
 
Membership Revisited 
Multi-Located or Dual Belonging 
Late eighteenth-century Flanders comprised several distinct modes of belonging, which existed 
alongside each other. Belonging can in this sense be differentiated between those who are allowed to 
reside and those who have access to local means. In the introduction, I discussed the models of belonging 
under English and Welsh poor laws as constructed by Snell.992 He argued that there was a core group of 
residents belonging, namely the wealthier inhabitants as well as the settled poor. Immigrant poor with a 
settlement certificate in turn belonged to a larger extent than non-settled paupers, as they were less 
readily removed. Here, I assess the applicability of such models to the Concordat. I discuss the different 
notions of belonging in a comparative framework with regard to the other regulations, such as the 1732 
decree of settlement by birth in Northern France, or the Concordat exiteers’ proposal of 1773-1776.
  The Concordat remained relatively close to the nativism of the French 1732 decree. Both 
legislations were relatively exclusionary: migrants could not obtain settlement elsewhere. Instead, every 
person was supposed to return to his or her birth parish. Mobility was however not restricted by warranty 
letters. Migrants instead had to present a moral certificate issued by their last place of residence. This 
was supposed to limit the bureaucratic obstacles to migration. The Concordat’s main innovation was the 
introduction of specific regulations for married women and children. In the 1732 legislation, the core 
group was formed solely by people who were both resident in and native to the community. Migrants 
could more easily reside in a different community but could never obtain settlement. As abolishing 
                                               
992 Snell, Parish and Belonging, p. 94, 116. 
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warranty letters eased migration, this measure could theoretically speaking enlarge the ratio of non-
belonging immigrants in a community. The same goes for the Concordat.   
  The Concordat moreover facilitated negotiations about removal or providing non-resident relief 
to a migrant. These decisions had a discretionary character. The archives contain many discussions 
between the parish of residence and the parish of settlement of a migrant turned poor. The different 
parties discuss whether these migrants should return to the birthplace to be relieved there, or rather 
remain in the place of residence and be assisted from a distance. Reasons varied from the relatively high 
costs of transport, over the need for the settlement parish to control expenses, to employment 
opportunities in the place of residence. Residence parishes for example argued that immigrants belonged 
there, such as in the case of able-bodied men who had fallen ill and were expected to return to work 
soon, like Johannes van Laethem who fell ill in Nieuwpoort in 1790-1791. Other examples include 
widows who had more extensive social networks, including kinship, in their place of residence than in 
their parish of settlement. Such negotiations demonstrate that a dual sense of belonging developed 
during the Concordat. Alongside belonging in the parish of settlement, migrants also often had a sense 
of belonging in the parish of residence.  
  The core group of those belonging in the parish was thus formed by those who were both resident 
and settled. These people had access to relief and ran no risk of being removed. Women were however 
an exception, as they could change their settlement status upon marriage. They moreover kept their last 
husband’s settlement even if they became widowed. In addition to this, albeit gendered, core group, 
there were two other categories. The first category were people who were settled in a Concordat parish 
but lived elsewhere, having left their parish. These have been referred to as ‘emigrants’. The second 
category were ‘immigrants’, local residents who had their settlement in a different parish. There was a 
difference between immigrants from Concordat origin and those from other regions. There were more 
barriers to incoming migrants originating from non-Concordat areas because of the warranty letters, but 
this category of migrants could obtain settlement after three years’ residence and tax payment. Migrants 
from within the Concordat region were more easily admitted but could never obtain settlement. 
Nevertheless, as the Concordat migrants would not necessarily be removed upon destitution, wealth or 
merit playied a lessser role in their belonging compared to migrants from outside the Concordat region. 
The differences between the belonging of emigrants and immigrants in a set parish thus related to the 
access to local relief provisions.  
  Immigrants nevertheless still possessed a certain level of belonging, which was very fluid. 
Parish overseers stressed how their living conditions were better in their place of residence, the 
importance of family members present and social ties, or the costs of removal. A connection to the place 
of residence thus furthered one’s belonging there. So did the possession of a moral certificate, because 
this limited the chances of removal in times of en masse controls like in the 1770s. Removal decisions 
moreover depended on many other factors, like the characteristics of and relations between the place of 
settlement and the place of residence, as well as the characteristics and the reputation of the individual 
involved. Gender and notions of deservingness, based on one’s occupation, self-sufficiency, moral 
behaviour, and connections in the place of residence, such as social networks or social standing, also 
played a role. The Concordat thus promoted a fluid dual belonging. In facilitating mobility and out-
parish relief by its assurance of settlement in the birthplace, the Concordat involved a more complex 
notion of belonging than other contemporary Flemish regulations. It might have also reinforced the 
belonging of non-settled members in the community.  
  Under central settlement law in Flanders, migrants were subject to possible removals upon 
destitution as long as they had not obtained settlement. The implications for belonging according to this 
settlement law were relatively similar to those observed by Snell for England under the Old Poor Law. 
The Flemish law included settlement, which could be obtained after several years’ residence, including 
tax payment, like in the English Poor Law. It also included warranty letters, which guaranteed that poor 
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immigrants had a place of settlement, thus allowing for people without settlement to reside and belong 
in a community. Belonging thus was not as multi-located as in the Concordat. The notions of belonging 
in Flanders shifted radically in the exit process of Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges in the 1770s. These 
regions opened settlement to all residents of a community. Bruges and the Liberty of Bruges thus shifted 
from nativism as propagated in the Concordat to the inclusion of immigrants. Parishes no longer had a 
class of natives who were not resident but still held settlement in the community. This excluded 
emigrants from belonging. The shifts in belonging related to a control gap with regard to the Concordat, 
as the exiteers argued it had not decreased relief expenses and was ruinous to the parishes. This 
combined with new ideas of social policy. The reforms proposed providing services to and monitoring 
residents in order to render relief more efficient. Admission into a new parish was moreover more 
restricted. The 1773-1776 proposals included warranty letters with increasing degrees of warranties to 
be paid, in accordance to the distance of one’s origins.  
  The 1770s ‘settlement in residence’ could be considered more inclusive than the Concordat, 
although it imposed more barriers to migration. The most remarkable aspect of the Concordat is the dual 
belonging of migrants. The Concordat moreover included more different classes of belonging than the 
English models. These notions changed through time because of several, often interrelated, factors, such 
as increased poverty and changing demographics, regime and border changes, awareness of migration 
patterns, needs of the labour market, geopolitical relations, rationalisation of social policy and 
administrative simplification.  
Policy versus Daily Practice 
This brings us to the next topic, namely to what extent policies were implemented in practice. As 
discussed in the paragraph on belonging, some immigrant paupers were removed whereas others 
received permission to stay and obtain relief from their settlement parish at distance. The Concordat left 
leeway for local parishes to remove poor immigrants or accept a system of out-parish relief. The 
decisions depended inter alia on the power balances between parishes and the interests of the local elites 
involved. The categories in which the individuals could be placed, for example a destitute widow, or a 
tradesman who had fallen ill, also mattered. Such discretionary decisions were based on more subjective 
and informal perceptions of belonging and deservingness, such as family relations, notions of morality, 
economic rootedness and friendship.  
  Policies were not only implemented in different ways with regard to individual cases, but on a 
more general level as well. In-depth research on the castellany of Furnes demonstrated that the castellany 
board for example feared that overseers’ hesitance to check the settlement documents of newcomers 
only served to increase relief dependency. As immigrant families settled without awareness of or 
reporting by the overseer, upon destitution they could become dependent on the parish. This was 
especially so considering newborn children obtained settlement by birth. The castellany board moreover 
restricted lodging and renting out to immigrants in order to prevent such unforeseen consequences in 
the future.  
  The Concordat practices moreover stimulated policy change. Distinguishing between settled 
natives, immigrants and emigrants with regard to poor relief increased the awareness of migration 
balances. Negotiating the removal or out-parish relief of emigrants and immigrants affected the policy 
changes in 1773-1776. The Liberty of Bruges and the cities of Courtrai and Bruges changed their 
appreciation of their local interests with regard to settlement. They preferred to exclude emigrants and 
include immigrants in settlement. This change, which culminated in their exit from the Concordat in 
1776, functioned as a sort of control gap, an unforeseen outcome of policy.  
  Both control gaps and street level bureaucracy theories thus apply to the functioning of the 
Concordat. This was linked to the different interests, especially with regard to individuals and the more 
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fluid construction of belonging. In daily practice, this situation came down to the characteristics of and 
relations between migrant, parish of residence and parish of settlement. With regard to deviating 
practices on a more general level, decisions on inclusion or exclusion related inter alia to power balances, 
a changing awareness of local interests and new ideas on the rationalisation of social policy.  
 
Discrepancies between Different Levels of Governance 
Deviations between policies and practices moreover related to the varying interests of different 
authorities. The French state for example had an interest in collaboration with Flanders in the Southern 
Low Countries and objected to the 1776 exit decree. Governor De Séchelles moreover had readily 
received permission for the Concordat. It formed part of the modernisation efforts of De Séchelles which 
included a ban on begging. The government of the Southern Low Countries had been less involved and 
more hesitant to allow the Concordat. Moreover, it did not approve the proposed settlement changes of 
the 1773-1776 exiteers. The Privy Council instead preferred settlement by merit as central law. People 
should be allowed to benefit from the fruits of their labour and not be removed to their birth parishes. 
Moreover, the Council did not want to allow the 1773 proposal alongside the Concordat, because this 
would allow for too many exceptions.   
  The interests in the Concordat region differed from these central interests, whereupon the rural 
districts and cities decided to create the Concordat as a bottom-up agreement. On a regional level, then, 
there was clearly a perceived need for collaboration along the Flemish coast. The members had wanted 
the agreement to spread eastward and include a larger part of the County of Flanders. Although the rural 
districts of Courtrai and Tournaisis accepted, the more inland districts of Ghent and Oudenaarde 
declined the invitation to join the Concordat: they preferred following central legislation to ensure 
reciprocity with other regions. For the Concordat region, we can discern shared interests in transnational 
collaboration after the 1740s border shifts; a shared perceived need for easing labour mobility in the 
larger coastal Flanders area; and a shared concern with regard to the settlement and removal conflicts.
 There were however varying preoccupations in different places: these were not uniform 
throughout the Concordat region. Some districts and cities developed new thoughts on settlement. This 
was for example demonstrated by the changed perceptions of local interests in Bruges, Courtrai and the 
Liberty of Bruges after the Concordat induced awareness of migration patterns. Such differences also 
came to light in the sense of a geographical freeriders’ problem. Some parishes of the Liberty of Bruges 
did not want to participate in the exit, because their relief expenses would increase if immigrants were 
included in settlement. The city of Lille was moreover accused of removing migrants from Flanders but 
refusing to take back or assist its own poor. Such differences also surfaced on the micro-level, for 
example in the theoretical difference between open and close parishes. The Concordat was perceived as 
one large region welcoming labour migrants but excluding them from welfare. This should create a 
uniform membership regime throughout the region and ban the differences between more open and more 
close parishes. In practice, however, this did not work out.  
  The discrepancies between the different levels of government are especially clear when zooming 
in at the parish level. As discussed, several parishes had distinct reasons for refusing to join the 
Concordat, or, in a later phase, for refusing to exit the agreement. Parishes in Maldegem Ambacht 
formed part of a different migration system and did not see the Concordat as beneficial to them; parishes 
on the southern borders of the Liberty of Bruges did not want to exit because they preferred collaboration 
with the district of Ypres in the Concordat to solve long-standing conflicts. I have also discussed the 
deviating implementations on the local level because of street level bureaucracy, because of the 
approaches to individuals and the need to maintain neighbouring relations.   
  In short, the question of scale needs to be taken into account when analysing inclusion and 
224 
 
exclusion. Interests and practices differed between communities and levels of government. Moreover, 
one should always take into account which (and whose) interests a government or institution 
represented. The differences were more mixed on a local level than on a central level, because the local 
level concerns a smaller community, with different ties to migrants. There was a less abstract approach 
or attitude towards individuals at the local level.  
 
City and Countryside 
Analyses of migration have often focused on urbanisation, analysing immigration in cities and how 
urban governments dealt with it. This thesis instead has analysed migration systems of sending and 
receiving communities in cities and in the countryside. It has centred on the reciprocal relationships and 
collaborations between these entities.   
  For one, the research has laid bare that city and countryside in the Concordat region had 
comparable interests. The Concordat’s settlement by birth ensured that the majority of the mobile 
labouring poor would never become dependent on the host parish. This differs to a large extent from the 
fears of nineteenth-century cities that high labour demand and a flexible immigration regime would 
increase the burden of relief, which was one of the main motives behind installing settlement by 
residence and settlement by merit laws. The Concordat instead promoted mobility and severely limited 
the dependence of immigrants. The Concordat cities are moreover not comparable to the nineteenth-
century urban immigration hubs. Rural industry grew faster than urban labour demand and especially 
intrarural migration levels were high in the Concordat region. Cities and rural parishes thus shared an 
interest of stimulating mobility as part of the makeshift economies of the poor, and restricting relief 
dependence of immigrants on parishes of residence.   
  The motives of city and countryside were remarkably similar for several reasons. Both had 
witnessed pauperisation and increased relief expenses. They were interdependent upon one another, as 
people continuously moved around in this area. The bottom-up legislations of the Concordat and the 
eventual 1776 agreement were moreover initiated by rural districts and cities in mutual collaboration. 
Urban and rural elites in this region had similar interests because they wanted to reduce (costly) conflicts 
by concurring agreements. Rural and urban parishes moreover experienced a lot of short-distance 
migration, causing the need to regulate migration and settlement with neigbouring communities. Cities 
thus had an interest in the harmonisation efforts of the Concordat, because it promised less, as well as 
less costly, conflicts. This relates to the social and economic outset of the region, dominated by agrarian 
capitalism in the countryside, increasing cottage industry in certain more inland areas (especially the 
1773 exiteers) and small-scale capitalism in the cities. It must also be noted that these areas did not 
comprise major cities, except perhaps for the northern French city of Lille. Bruges, on the other hand, 
was a textile industry city in decline, which saw a large deal of its textile production move to the 
countryside. Larger cities and migration hubs as the port city of Antwerp, the textile city Ghent or even 
Paris did not form a part of the Concordat. Nearby Ghent for example stated to prefer following central 
legislation, because it was followed by more cities and villages and thus ensured reciprocity to a greater 
degree.   
  Despite these similar interests with regard to migration and settlement, there were signs of 
unequal power balances between city and countryside during the Concordat. When conflicts occurred 
between relief institutions of different parishes, and especially when they escalated, urban parishes often 
involved the city boards to support their claims. Rural parishes on the other hand turned to the rural 
district boards, which were relatively powerful in coastal Flanders. There is no clear evaluation on which 
side won most conflicts. A last issue, which was also mentioned in the 1773 exit request, was the 
freeriders’ problem of communities refusing to take back their own poor. The French city of Lille was 
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accused in this request of doing so. The sources at hand however did not allow for a systematic analysis 
of such refusals. 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
The findings in this research are limited in space (Flanders) and scope (second half of the eighteenth 
century). The enquiry has moreover suffered from limitations because of the partial survival of sources. 
Nevertheless, this thesis has opened several research questions and opportunities for future research. 
Innovative digital methods and a combination of different fields of research, ranging from ecological 
history to migration history and political theory, allow to engage and revise older questions on social 
control. As such, this thesis supports the call of the societal turn, engaging historians to address 
contemporarily relevant questions in the past within their local, regional and global research context.993
 Future research could for example make a comparative case study of several Concordat parishes 
and analyse the questions with regard to open and close parishes. Analysing the different demographic 
developments within these parishes on a micro-level could offer interesting new insights into these 
debates. A second promising venture would be to broaden the scope of primary source material to the 
non-Concordat area and investigate whether similar removal negotiations existed under different 
legislations. This, however, depends on the availability of such sources on a local level. They are most 
probably saved in court records, as settlement and removal conflicts were normally fought out in 
judiciary courts. The digitisation of court cases through projects as Getuigenissen might help to conduct 
more comparative research in the future.994   
  A different approach would be to analyse the negotiations from a more cultural and intellectual 
viewpoint and to place them within the history of rationalisation and conceptions of community. This 
project has moreover revealed the differences and similarities between settlement documents in England 
and Wales on the one hand and the Low Countries on the other hand. The archives offer a wealth of 
source material on this issue. In-depth research of these settlement documents could add to migration 
history as well as the history of administration, social control and state formation. In short, this research 
project has offered a first case study of settlement practices and as such aspires to function as a platform 
for comparison and a starting point for future research.  
Contributions and Implications 
Returning to the contributions of this thesis to the literature and the implications for wider debates on 
inclusion and exclusion and for contemporary migration policies, this thesis has offered some 
remarkable findings. Going from the more specific to the more general implications, this thesis has 
demonstrated that governments often changed legislation in an ad-hoc fashion. Individual conflicts often 
induced rural parishes, cities or rural districts to adopt, refuse or exit the Concordat.  This investigation 
has also demonstrated how the conception of local interests shifted over time, such as the shift from 
nativism to the inclusion of immigrants. The Concordat itself gave rise to changed perceptions and an 
increased awareness of costs and benefits and contributed to a more informed conception of or reflection 
on local interests regarding migration. Policies and ideas moreover crossed borders. The Concordat itself 
was a transnational collaboration, but ideas of rationalising migration and relief policies also shifted 
from France to the Low Countries. The research has confirmed the social agrosystems theory, with 
                                               
993 Cf. Beeckaert et al., “The Societal Turn”. 
994 ‘Getuigenissen. Verhoren van verdachten en getuigen uit Belgische rechtbanken (1700-1900) onderzocht’, Brussels 
Platform for Digital Humanities, https://www.getuigenissen.com/ (last visited 16-4-2019, 19:51). 
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coastal Flanders as an agrarian capitalist area having different characteristics than inland Flanders, but 
it has also nuanced the relevance of this theory for explaining membership regimes. The results of this 
investigation confirm the socio-economic engineering of the local population through settlement 
legislation as a means of meeting the interests of local, especially rural landed, elites. In addition to the 
ecologically and economically determined social relations, other factors like geopolitical relations also 
played an important role in the history of the Concordat, as well as the considerations with regard to 
individual migrants in daily practice.   
  With regard to migration specifically, the thesis has demonstrated that migration decisions could 
not be explained from considerations of welfare. They rather followed the demands and opportunities 
of labour markets. Moreover, safeguarding the connections and relations with neighbouring 
governments were considered key in sharing the benefits and burdens of migration. These issues of 
mobility in the Concordat were in a sense comparable to the contemporary European Union. The 
geographical freeriders’ problem, the dynamics of migration patterns, the administrative simplification 
of migration regulation are all somewhat mirrored. The coordination of migration legislation with 
neighbouring areas and migrant origin areas was a crucial part of the history of the Concordat. No parish, 
region or country existed in splendid isolation. The research has also demonstrated the considerable 
impacts of legislative change in the context of attempts at ‘rationalisation’, of governmentality and of 
simplification on the daily lives of people. As the sources stated, it is inhumane to let someone perish 
along streets or roads and not be allowed to demand his bread somewhere. Migration legislation and 
removals changed life courses and tore apart families. There is, in short, a lot to be learned from the 
motives of authorities in changing membership. We should especially ask ourselves who benefits from 
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